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Introduction 


M: ickey Mouse and faith? The world’s most famous rodent and 
his animated friends say more about faith and values than you 
might think—they’re not just postage stamps. Peter Pan taught us 
that “faith, trust, and pixie dust” can help you leave your cares 
behind. Jiminy Cricket showed Pinocchio (and millions of movie- 
goers) that “when you wish upon a star” dreams come true. Bambi 
stimulated baby boomer support for gun control and environmen- 
talism. Cinderella became a syndrome. The Little Mermaid illus- 
trated the challenges of intermarriage. The Lion King hinted at 
Hindu tradition in the “Circle of Life.” Walt Disney wanted his 
theme parks to be “‘a source of joy and inspiration to all the world.” 
Some have compared them to shrines to which American families 
make obligatory pilgrimages, parents reconnecting with their own 
childhoods while helping their kids experience a cartoon fantasy 
Mecca. Even Disney’s detractors see tremendous symbolic value 
in his cartoon characters. As a boycott loomed in the mid-1990s, 
one Southern Baptist leader—denouncing the Disney corpora- 
tion’s human resources policies toward same-sex couples—asked 
his sympathizers, “Do they expect Mickey to leave Minnie and 
move in with Donald? That’s Goofy!” 


Like many baby boomers in the 1950s, I was raised on Walt Dis- 
ney’s animated features. And I imagine—although I am not cer- 
tain—that, as with the generations that have followed, my first trip 
to a movie theater was to see one of these films. I recall more 
clearly seeing some of them again years later, introduced by an 
avuncular Uncle Walt, on Sunday night television in our suburban 
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New Jersey living room. Much later, at college in the late 1960s, I 
remember watching Fantasia in an altered state, but enjoying it no 
more than when I struggled to sit through it the first time. 

This book, like my earlier work, The Gospel according to The 
Simpsons: The Spiritual Life of the World’s Most Animated Fam- 
ily, begins with my children, Liza and Asher. While living in 
Southern California and writing for the Los Angeles Times in the 
early 1990s, I watched as the toddlers viewed the classic Disney 
features over and over. My wife, Sallie, and I took them to the the- 
ater to see new releases such as The Lion King. Some of the older 
films that we watched at home on video I had not seen for forty 
years; the newer ones I’d never seen at all. Now, with a parent’s 
eyes, I tried to observe their impact in our tiny Long Beach den. 
There were lessons and values in the films that I supported and 
wished to encourage, such as the acceptance of differences in oth- 
ers and respect for the feelings of others. “If children could be 
‘entertained’ into good behavior, then Disney is just the one to send 
them to for instruction,” William I. McReynolds wrote in his 
groundbreaking thesis, “Walt Disney in the American Grain.” 
Other aspects of the earlier films—such as dated racial, national, 
and cultural stereotypes—disturbed and embarrassed me, and 
required me to stop the tape and discuss these matters with the 
kids. “There is nothing innocent in what kids learn about race as 
portrayed in the ‘magical world’ of Disney,” wrote Henry A. 
Giroux in The Mouse That Roared: Disney and the End of Inno- 
cence. “The racism in these films is defined by the presence of 
racist representations and the absence of complex representations 
of African Americans and other people of color.” 

As often happens with journalists (and academics, I soon 
learned), the personal led to the professional. In my case, I recog- 
nized in these films what I believed was a generally identifiable 
theology and ethical system. I sensed—correctly, I think—that 
millions of children around the world were having their values 
shaped by Disney’s animated features. So, in my last days as a 
reporter for the Times, I began doing research on the role of reli- 
gion and ethics in Disney’s movies. Thus, the first story I wrote for 
the Orlando Sentinel, where I was hired as a religion writer, 
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described what I called the “Disney gospel.” That piece, carried on 
the Knight-Ridder—Tribune News Service in July 1995, was 
widely reprinted in newspapers around the country and posted on 
the Internet. In the decade that followed, I have returned to the sub- 
ject of religion and animation more than a dozen times, reporting 
on this issue as it relates to Disney and other movie and television 
studios. 

This newspaper reporting on religion and animation led to other 
stories about the Walt Disney Company’s interaction with the faith 
community. Well over 50,000 people work for Disney in Central 
Florida, making the entertainment giant the region’s biggest 
employer. The Southern Baptist Convention, the nation’s largest 
Protestant denomination, is also the church of choice for the 
largest number of worshipers in the Orlando area. So it was 
inevitable that when, in the 1990s, the Baptists decided to boycott 
Disney for a variety of reasons discussed in chapter 37, I was con- 
sumed by the story and drawn even deeper into the company’s 
involvement with, and relationship to, religion. Later, I was grati- 
fied when officials from both the company and the denomination 
told me that my coverage was fair and evenhanded. 

The Gospel according to The Simpsons offered a counterintu- 
itive thesis: /t’s not what you think, | argued, in analyzing that long- 
running, subversive television series. Contrary to conventional 
wisdom—widely held by people who do not watch the show—The 
Simpsons respects sincerely held belief and religious practice. As 
evidence for this thesis, I provided numerous, specific examples of 
the ways Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, and Hindu faith were por- 
trayed on the show. With The Gospel according to Disney, | am 
saying something quite different about the company’s animated 
features: /t is what you think, more or less, but here is how and why. 
There is a consistent set of moral and human values in these 
movies, largely based on Western, Judeo-Christian faith and prin- 
ciples, which together constitute a “Disney gospel.” This gospel 
reflects the personal vision of Walt Disney and the company he 
shaped in his image and, to a lesser degree, the commercial goals 
of the studio. Good is always rewarded; evil is always punished. 
Faith is an essential element—faith in yourself and, even more, 
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faith in something greater than yourself, some higher power. Opti- 
mism and hard work complete the basic canon. 

These animated features have drawn children and their par- 
ents—my family included—to theaters for releases and rereleases. 
Often these experiences have exposed the youngsters to the magic 
of the big screen in a darkened hall for the first time in their lives. 
Later, the animated features became an enduring staple, as Walt 
Disney himself became a regular weekly visitor to millions of 
American homes on the Disney television series, first on ABC and 
then on NBC, where the films reappeared in color. Yet this was 
nothing compared to the emergence of home video and later DVD 
technology, which enabled tots to watch both the classics and the 
newer releases over and over again. 


Different readers will find different uses for this book. Parents 
and grandparents of young children may find it a helpful hand- 
book, one that can provide guidance for which features to watch, 
and, more importantly, how to watch them. Serious students of 
film, religion, and popular culture may be more engaged by the 
analytical and historical chapters. In the interests of fairness and 
full disclosure, I offer several caveats. 

First, among the credentials (and baggage) I bring to this work 
is a lifetime commitment to Judaism, informed by some years of 
formal and many more of informal study. Raised in an observant, 
Conservative home in the Northeast, I am now an active member 
of a Reform synagogue, the Congregation of Liberal Judaism in 
Orlando. But my interpretation of Disney is also shaped—perhaps 
equally—by the past nine years I have spent living and working 
among evangelical Christians in the Sunbelt suburbs. While total 
immersion might be overstating the case some, this period of my 
life has been the equivalent of an extended crash course in a cul- 
ture I knew virtually nothing about. As a result, and with help of 
many sincere Christians, I find that I have developed “evangeli- 
cal eyes” in analyzing popular culture, for me a kind of second 
sight. 

Second, to be fair in analyzing Disney’s animated features and 
religion, it is important to see these films in historical context, a per- 
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suasive insight impressed on me at the outset by my friend and col- 
league Jay Boyar, the Orlando Sentinel’s longtime film critic. Until 
the early 1960s, explicit portrayal of religion was largely off-limits 
and seldom attempted throughout the movie industry. The consen- 
sus in the early days of American cinema was that religion was 
sacred and movies were largely profane. There were notable excep- 
tions—biblical epics such as The Greatest Story Ever Told, The 
Robe, King of Kings, The Ten Commandments, and Ben-Hur, as 
well as later versions of the story of Jesus, such as Jesus of Nazareth 
and The Last Temptation of Christ. Works set in more contempo- 
rary times, such as Going My Way and The Song of Bernadette, 
tended to give Catholics reverent treatment. Protestant clergy were 
represented by the Protestant Film Office, which was founded by 
the precursor to the National Council of Churches. But this office 
never had the clout of a well-organized lobby like the Catholic 
Legion of Decency, and seemed to fare less well in films such as 
Cape Fear and Elmer Gantry. But apart from films such as these, 
with religion at their center, there was little cinematic evidence of 
religion, except in passing—praying children, grace at dinner, and 
fighting military chaplains played by Pat O’Brien. “It would be a 
big mistake to automatically conclude, however, that Hollywood 
was anti-religious,” said Boyar. “It’s important to keep in mind that 
until universities and museums began embracing movies in the 
1960s, movies were frequently viewed as trash. The idea of mak- 
ing a movie about religion was, in itself, likely to be seen as a little 
suspect or even disrespectful—even if the movie was strongly pro- 
religion.” 

In the case of Disney, the reluctance to make organized religion 
a significant part of the fabric of film mirrored Walt’s early con- 
cerns: fear of offending and fear of excluding. At the same time, 
Disney was and is a studio with a unified artistic and corporate 
vision, and its animated features are designed for children and 
young teens. So, in my view, singling out the studio and its lead- 
ers for examination is fully justified. “The individual Disney films 
act as chapters in the Disney book on what the world looks like or 
should look like,” wrote Annalee R. Ward, in her perceptive study 
Mouse Morality: The Rhetoric of Disney Animated Film. 
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As a journalist and a cultural critic, | have done my best not 
to judge early Disney features too harshly by contemporary 
standards. The crows in Dumbo, for example, would have been 
seen and understood quite differently by white viewers in 1941, 
when it was released, than in the post-civil rights era. (J imagine 
that African American viewers, especially children, were and are 
offended whenever they see the film.) By pointing out such por- 
trayals and references, which were reflective of Hollywood in the 
early years, I simply wish to alert parents to sequences they may 
want to skip, speed through, or discuss with their young children. 


Methodology 


S ome reviewers of The Gospel according to The Simpsons com- 
plained that there was not enough of my own analysis and inter- 
pretation in that work, and too much paraphrasing from the show’s 
episodes, and material from academics, ministers, and theolo- 
gians. These critics may be right. So in this book I have tried to 
remedy that, especially in the heart of the work, the appraisals of 
the individual animated features. To do this, I have chosen to view 
(or re-view) the animated features in the order that they were 
released, and to let my sense of each film form the core of the chap- 
ter. Some of these features I was watching for the fourth time— 
after screenings in the theater and on television as a child myself, 
and again on video as a parent. For others it was a first viewing. In 
either case, I took notes from the screen, with the help of closed 
captioning, stopping to play back action and dialogue as needed. 
Only later did I consult academic papers, sermons, and books, 
and interview Disney experts and religious authorities. Unlike my 
study of The Simpsons, where I was relatively early to the aca- 
demic field, there are nearly seven decades of literature on Disney. 
Where relevant and informative, I have included this material, 
even when these views clashed with my own. Most (but not all) of 
the academic critiques I cite come from the Left, where my own 
sympathies generally lie. However, much of what Marxist (and 
right-wing) observers have seen in Disney—the most sinister, 
malign, and conscious manipulation—I have not. This may be a 
matter of effect versus intent, or because it isn’t there. To be sure, 
nothing significant on the big screen appears by accident, yet I 
have attempted throughout to guard against finding things in these 
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features—“the text’—that are not there, and to avoid magnifying 
things that are there, simply to support my thesis. 

These film essays vary in approach. Some are primarily criti- 
cal readings of the narratives, highlighting elements of faith and 
values, and may provide a helpful guide for children’s caretakers. 
Others probe deeper or take off in a different direction. On a key 
point, I have chosen not to dwell unduly on the differences 
between the Disney features and the source materials from which 
they have been adapted, a subject well covered by other 
researchers. It is true that the fairy tales, books, and stories on 
which many of Disney’s animated features are based have had an 
independent influence on the larger culture. But it would be diffi- 
cult to argue that, from the second half of the twentieth century 
forward, the printed word could in any way compete with images 
on the screen for impact. “At a certain time in history, before any- 
one knew what was happening . . . Walt Disney cast a spell on the 
fairy tale, and he has held it captive ever since,” wrote Jack Zipes 
in From Mouse to Mermaid: The Politics of Film, Gender, and 
Culture. : 

There are, as you will notice, some gaps in my coverage of the 
Disney movies. Because they are so distinct and faithful to the 
originals, I have not included the Winnie the Pooh films. Neither 
do I discuss Song of the South and The Three Caballeros—con- 
sidered among Disney’s most offensive features—because they 
involve live actors and because they are episodic. And since they 
are so thoroughly modern and distinct (and were produced by 
another company and only distributed by Disney), I have not 
included the wonderful films of Pixar, such as Joy Story and Find- 
ing Nemo. Some of Disney’s animated features from the period 
between Walt Disney’s death and Michael Eisner’s ascension, 
such as The Great Mouse Detective, Oliver & Company, and The 
Aristocats, do not appear at all, as they are in my view less rele- 
vant and less substantial to the subject of faith and values. Like- 
wise, Sstraight-to-video animated sequels appear only where they 
add significantly to the discussion of the features themselves. And, 
despite their early importance to the company’s development, I 
have confined my discussion of Disney’s many cartoon shorts to a 
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single chapter. I also chose not to consider other significant ele- 
ments in the Disney canon: the studio’s nature and live action 
films. 

In the current journalistic and academic environment, I have 
made every effort to avoid any inadvertent use of material not my 
own, without proper credit and citation. Unless otherwise noted, 
material quoted is from original interviews. Accounts of events 
and controversies involving the Walt Disney Company are based 
on reporting by myself and others writing for the Orlando Sentinel. 


Chapter One 


The Disney Gospel: Secular ’Toonism 


The old man needed a miracle, supernatural intervention to give life 
to his little boy, slumped motionless across the room. So the white- 
haired woodcarver did what might be expected under the circum- 
stances: He knelt on his bed, folded his hands on the windowsill, and 
turned his eyes to heaven. Then, in his soft Italian accent, he did not 
pray. Instead, Geppetto wished upon a star. The transformation from 
puppet to boy that ensued in Walt Disney’s 1940, Oscar-winning 
animated feature Pinocchio was indeed miraculous, but not tradi- 
tionally divine. As the man slept, a winged, glowing spirit, the Blue 
Fairy, advised the marionette to “let your conscience be your guide,” 
to “choose right from wrong” so he could earn the “gift of life.” And 
Pinocchio is not an exception. Walt Disney did not want religion in 
his movies. “He never made a religious film, and churchmen were 
rarely portrayed in Disney movies,” according to Bob Thomas, 
author of Walt Disney: An American Original, an authorized biog- 
raphy. In Building a Company: Roy O. Disney and the Creation of 
an Entertainment Empire, Thomas wrote that, throughout his career, 
Walt “had eschewed any film material dealing with religion, rea- 
soning that portions of the audience would be displeased by the 
depiction of a particular sect.” Thus, there is relatively little explicit 
Judeo-Christian symbolism or substance in seventy years of Dis- 
ney’s animated features, despite the frequent, almost pervasive use 
of a theological vocabulary: words such as faith, believe, miracle, 
blessing, sacrifice, and divine. It seems a contradiction, portraying 
consistent Judeo-Christian values without sectarian, or even a godly, 
context—the fruits without the roots. 

The Disney empire, by its founder’s designation, is a kingdom 
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of magic, almost totally without reference to any kingdom of 
heaven. It advertises Disneyland as the happiest place on earth— 
not the holiest. There are no churches on Main Street at Disney- 
land or Walt Disney World or chapels on Disney cruise ships. 
Walt’s daughter Diane Disney Miller told one minister that there 
are no churches on Main Street because her father did not want to 
favor any particular denomination. It is an explanation repeated 
today by company officials—as if the company’s genius for the 
generic did not extend to creating a one-size-fits-all church. Walt 
“didn’t want to single out any one religion,” according to Disney 
archivist David Smith. 


“Pictures are for entertainment—messages should be sent by 
Western Union,” the movie mogul Sam Goldwyn once advised 
his screenwriters, warning them against trying to telegraph a 
political position or a moral lesson. As a filmmaker, Walt Disney 
took a different view. His animated features were always designed 
to be “message”’ films in the broadest sense, and especially for 
children. Yet throughout his life, it was a decision he downplayed, 
steadfastly denying there was any particular theological perspec- 
tive in his work. “We like to have a point of view in our stories, 
not an obvious moral, but a worthwhile theme,” he told one inter- 
viewer. “All we are trying to do is give the public good entertain- 
ment. That is all they want.” However, in an early draft of a 1962 
article for the inspirational monthly magazine Guideposts that is 
filed in the Disney archives, Walt addressed this point more 
directly. “Children are people, and they should have to reach to 
learn about things, to understand things, just as adults have to 
reach if they want to grow in mental stature,” Walt wrote. “Life is 
composed of lights and shadows, and we would be untruthful, 
insincere and saccharine if we tried to pretend therc were no shad- 
ows. Most things are good, and they are the strongest things; but 
there are evil things, too, and you are not doing a child a favor by 
trying to shield him from reality. The important thing is to teach 
a child that good can always triumph over evil, and that is what 
our pictures attempt to do.” 

Few entertainment productions continue to have as profound an 
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impact on young children as the full-length features that are the 
signature of the Walt Disney Company. Together, The Lion King, 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Aladdin, Beauty and the Beast, 
and The Little Mermaid have sold hundreds of millions of video- 
cassettes and DVDs, adding exponentially to viewings at movie 
theaters and readings of bedtime stories based on the films. These 
animated classics—which are reflected in all of the Disney theme 
parks—rely primarily on mythic tales and images, some pre- 
Christian, that are replete with witches and demons, sorcerers and 
spells, genies and goblins. Regardless, millions of children around 
the world know much of what they do about the practical applica- 
tion of right and wrong from Disney. In the Western world in par- 
ticular, the number of hours children spend receiving moral 
instruction in houses of worship is dwarfed by the amount of time 
spent sitting in front of screens large and small, learning values 
from Disney movies and other programming. 

For the past seventy-five years, through its films, toys, books, 
and theme parks, Disney has created a world of fantasy—based on 
a set of shared American beliefs—that both entertains and educates 
children in this country and around the world. What accounts for 
this enduring impact? For many parents, Disney’s entertaining 
morality tales, from Pinocchio to the company’s latest releases, 
have offered one of the few safe havens for children’s viewing in 
modern popular culture. 

But in the more than thirty-five animated features Disney has 
released since 1937, there is scarcely a mention of God as con- 
ceived in the Christian and Jewish faiths shared by most people in 
the Western world and many beyond. Disney’s decision to exclude 
or excise traditional religion from animated features was in part a 
commercial one, designed to keep the product saleable in a world- 
wide market. In 1935, Walt and Roy were impressed to find that a 
theater in Paris was showing six Disney cartoons—and no feature, 
according to Thomas. Three years later, while visiting Paris with- 
out Walt to oversee the opening of Snow White, Roy arranged for 
the feature’s dubbing into Arabic and Hindi, as well as into Euro- 
pean languages. When Pinocchio was released in 1940, the studio 
spent $65,000 to dub it into seven foreign languages. “Walt wanted 
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to communicate with a global audience,” said John Culhane, an 
animation authority at New York University and author of two 
books on Fantasia. “He wanted to communicate with a multicul- 
tural audience.” Thus, the choice was made to keep the films acces- 
sible and relevant to children from both inside and outside the 
Judeo-Christian tradition in order to pass through a minefield of 
conflicting sensibilities. 

Yet since ancient times, dramatists have seen the need for a 
sometimes unexpected device to intervene and resolve plot con- 
flicts. The Greeks had an actor portraying a deity descend to the 
stage in a basket to aid in the narrative, which they called deus 
ex machina, god from the machine. Magic, Disney apparently 
decided, would be a far more universal device to do this than any 
one religion. Clearly, this strategy has worked, Disney charac- 
ters are arguably far more recognizable around the world than 
images of Jesus or Buddha. And this approach still works. 
“Magic never goes out of style,” Kathy Merlock Jackson, pres- 
ident of the American Culture Association, told the Orlando 
Sentinel’s Jay Boyar in an article published on November 18, 
2001. ‘““We’ve never been without it... . Wish fulfillment is a 
key theme in many Disney movies,” continued Jackson, author 
of Walt Disney: A Bio-Bibliography. “Magic becomes a way to 
empower the powerless.” 

In the same Sentinel article, discussing the Harry Potter phe- 
nomenon, film critic and author Leonard Maltin agreed: “Magic 
takes you away and shows you a better life. And then it allows you 
to apply it to your real life.” Magic, wrote Boyar, “is often an agent 
of transformation, a way of changing an ordinary thing into some 
marvelous something else. Other films may feature these kinds of 
changes, but generally not to the extent that the Disney features do.” 

But there is also a key theological dimension to Disney’s choice 
of magic over religion, as the evangelist and social activist Tony 
Campolo observed in the foreword to The Gospel according to The 
Simpsons, citing Bronislaw Malinowski’s Magic, Religion, and 
Science. Magic, Malinowski said, “is an attempt to manipulate 
spiritual forces so that the supplicant gets what he or she wants, 
whereas in pure religion the individual surrenders to spiritual 
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forces so that those forces (i.e. God) can do through him or her 
what those forces desire.” 

The case is easily made that, in selecting magic as its agent of 
supernatural intervention, Disney made a successful choice, both 
culturally and commercially, a phenomenon Time magazine writ- 
ers have tracked since at least 1954. In a cover story that year, the 
magazine wrote, “Measured by his social impact, Walt Disney is 
one of the most influential men alive. ... The hand that rocks the 
cradle is Walt Disney’s—and who can say what effect it is having 
on the world?” Richard Schickel, in The Disney Version: The Life, 
Times, Art, and Commerce of Walt Disney, reached a similar con- 
clusion, that Walt was “one of the most significant shaping forces 
in American culture in the middle third of the [twentieth] century.” 

A debate about Disney and the teaching of values broke out in 
the mid- 1960s. Max Rafferty, the conservative educator then serv- 
ing as California’s superintendent of public instruction, wrote an 
opinion piece in the April 19, 1965, Los Angeles Times, calling 
Walt Disney “the greatest pedagogue of all,” a more outstanding 
educator than “John Dewey or James Conant or all of the rest put 
together.” This provoked a sharp response, reprinted in a variety of 
publications, from a librarian named Frances Clarke Sayers, who 
accused Disney of not being a good educator, of “making morals 
overly obvious so as to leave nothing to the child’s imagination,” 
according to Jackson’s Walt Disney: A Bio-Bibliography. Time’s 
Richard Corliss broached the subject in 1988: “Walt’s entertain- 
ment edifice was a unique institution—a cathedral of popular cul- 
ture whose saints were mice and ducks, virgin princesses and 
lurking sprites, little boys made of wood and little girls lost in won- 
derland. Virtually every child attended this secular church, took 
fear and comfort from its doctrines, and finally outgrew it... . For 
most American children of the past half-century, a Disney cartoon 
feature was the sacred destination of their first trip to the movies.” 
Walt’s credo, Corliss wrote, must have been the Jesuits’: “Give me 
a child before he’s seven, and he will be mine for life.” 

The animated feature was the financial rock on which Disney 
built its corporate church. Early hits enabled the company to 
expand and move to newer and larger studios, and, ultimately, made 
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possible the construction of Disneyland in Anaheim, California. 
Even those classics that did not perform well in original theatrical 
release or rerelease have generated significant revenues when res- 
urrected on videocassette as baby boomers began raising families 
and the cultural climate became more conservative. These features 
exalted the Calvinist paradigm of hard—sometimes unrelentingly 
hard—work, which was unfailingly rewarded with upward social 
mobility. In this sense, the model paralleled Walt’s own rise to pros- 
perity. Today the animated features have been able to advance Dis- 
ney’s interests around the world, raising synergy to an art form. 

There are those who take a harsher view of Disney’s magic ver- 
sus religion marketing strategy. “There is an anathema against the 
New Testament in the Disney films,” said the Reverend Lou Shel- 
don, head of the Washington, D.C.-based Traditional Values Coali- 
tion, an organization that later joined the religious boycott of 
Disney of the 1990s. “They’re not fair to what the Christian mes- 
sage is of life, death, and eternal life.” The Reverend Clark Whit- 
ten of Calvary Assembly Church, a megachurch in Orlando, said 
that “it is obvious that they sidestep and-avoid what I would con- 
sider Judeo-Christian figures—literally anything that has to do 
with Christianity. They have a gospel—it’s to make money,” he 
said, while acknowledging that he has taken his children to see 
Disney films. Even critic Sheldon, whose organization began in a 
suite of offices in the shadow of Disneyland, sees the value in Walt 
Disney’s early animated features. “They have a lot of good points, 
but they do not go far enough to truly reflect the deeply held Chris- 
tian faith of tens of millions of Americans,” he said. 

In recent decades, such “culture war” debates between conser- 
vatives and liberals have unfolded in religious circles. One term in 
particular, secular humanism, emerged on the right as a pejorative 
term for the idea that universal values can be defined and commu- 
nicated without a religious (usually Judeo-Christian) context. The 
1954 Time magazine cover story, coinciding with the opening of 
Disneyland in Anaheim, noted that Walt Disney had been described 
as “the poet of the new American humanism” and that Mickey 
Mouse was “the symbol of common humanity in struggle against 
the forces of evil.” For nearly seven decades, viewers of the com- 
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pany’s animated features have been receiving a message with rec- 
ognizable, if watered-down, religious values. I call this Disney 
gospel “secular ’toonism.” Some religious conservatives have 
complained that the animated features under Michael Eisner’s 
regime represent a betrayal of Walt’s “family values” legacy. But in 
addition to the founder’s humanism, as we shall see, the early films 
strongly supported environmentalism, the theory of evolution, and, 
arguably, a tolerant, even gay-friendly attitude that would doubtless 
make today’s conservatives uncomfortable, to say the least. 

Many in the cultural debate insist that Walt Disney officials made 
a wise and reasonable decision to finesse the touchy subject of reli- 
gion and theology. Robert Schuller, a nationally known evangelist 
and author, defended Disney’s approach, saying he saw a strong 
and consistent religious message reflected in the Disney animated 
films. Disney’s gospel is that “the bad news will never be the last 
news,” said Schuller, whose Hour of Power television program is 
broadcast from the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California. 
“Gospel means good news. In the culture that comes from Judeo- 
Christian values, that is the theme: Ultimately, God will reward the 
right and will never reward the unrepentant wrong.” 

Some see the movies in a more sectarian light. Disney films 
“very much reflect Christian values in particular,’ said Robert 
Knight, director of the Culture and Family Institute, an affiliate of 
Concerned Women for America, a Washington, D.C.-based, con- 
servative think tank. “The values in Disney films generally reflect 
Judeo-Christian principles,” said Knight, although “it is a little 
troubling that Disney uses magic as a stand-in, essentially, for the 
power of the Holy Spirit as a transforming agent of good. On the 
other hand, with the moral ambiguity that Hollywood has been 
dishing up, Disney’s clear delineation between good and evil is 
always welcome.” 

In the 1950s, Jewish moral philosopher Will Herberg wrote in 
Protestant—Catholic—Jew: An Essay in American Religious 
Sociology that we Americans, as a people, have a group of broadly 
shared beliefs that constitute a “civic religion” —that is, a nonde- 
nominational, nonsectarian faith, with an undergirding of uncon- 
querable optimism, which I will argue is reflected in the Disney 
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gospel. Boiled down, American religion is “faith in faith,” Herberg 
wrote. It is nontheological and nonliturgical, “secularized Puri- 
tanism. .. . It is not faith in anything that is so powerful, just faith, 
the ‘magic of believing.’” Although he might just as easily have 
quoted Walt Disney to support this view, Herberg instead quoted 
President Eisenhower, who said in the early 1950s, “Our govern- 
ment makes no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious 
faith—and I don’t care what it is.” (The former chief executive was 
a Disney admirer, describing Walt as “‘a genius creator of folklore 
[who] helped our children develop a clean and cheerful view of 
humanity,” according to Kevin Maney, writing in USA Today, 
March 3, 2004.) 

Tony Campolo echoes Herberg—and Eisenhower. “All of us 
have to believe in something transcendent,” he says. “There is a 
sense in Disney that you have to believe in a transcendent power. 
Americans have faith, and if you have faith, things will work out 
well. Many in this country believe that people who don’t have faith 
in something are really non-American. We’re not really going to 
tell you what you have to have faith in, but you have to have faith 
in something beyond yourself. It’s not what you believe in that 
makes the difference, it’s the believing that makes the difference. 
Believing people are to be trusted; non-believing people are not to 
be trusted. So we don’t care what you believe in, but if you don’t 
have a faith, you’re nothing in American society.” 

Of course, magic is okay, but for believers it always works best 
if their kind of God is in the mix somewhere, even implied or off- 
screen. “Americans believe, 58 percent to 40 percent, that it is nec- 
essary to believe in God to be moral,” New York Times columnist 
Nicholas D. Kristof wrote on August 15, 2003, citing a 1998 Har- 
ris poll of more than 1,000 respondents. “Americans not only have 
faith in God,” according to Campolo. “They have faith in them- 
selves. Because with God on our side all things will work together 
for good”—what Campolo calls “the American value system spir- 
itualized.” Still, it only works if you do your part, just like Walt did 
in his own life. “In the Disney value system, success should always 
be competitively achieved. For somebody to inherit wealth is 
almost evil. ... The answer communicated by the animated movies 
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is that good people always triumph, get rich and succeed, and the 
poor people don’t. Disney is a perfect embodiment of the Protes- 
tant work ethic, divorced of religious moorings.” 

Clearly the animated features have benefited from this 
approach—just as religion has, Campolo says. “The church does 
best when it picks up on the themes from the media and preaches 
on them. Jesus used parables. Are not the Disney movies parables? 
Are they not lessons? I’m not so sure that Disney creates the val- 
ues as much as it reinforces values that are already operative in 
American society.” 

Take the one character that most epitomizes the Walt Disney 
Company—Mickey Mouse, “the most persistent and pervasive 
figment of American popular culture” in the twentieth century, 
according to novelist John Updike. “Mickey is a purely innocent 
creature,” said Campolo. “There is no guile in him. He is the un- 
fallen creature. And he’s never done anything sinful in his life. 
He’s Adam before the fall. There’s a naiveté about him. And all of 
us are attracted to him. And we all cheer for him because he is ‘so 
good.’ And he calls people to goodness. And when you see him in 
the theme park parade, it’s goodness wedded with joyfulness. 
Look at the fifth chapter of Galatians, where Paul talks about the 
fruits of the Holy Spirit. They are these: love and joy and peace 
and patience. All of these godly virtues are wrapped up in Mickey 
and his followers. Mickey is a wonderful, wonderful creature. He 
is innocence. And in a real sense, we all believe in Mickey.” 

More recently, others have questioned the way the studio has 
sanded away the sharp edges of traditional myths and has invented 
new ones. Martin Marty, emeritus professor of church history at 
the University of Chicago, said, “There’s no question that Disney 
has been the most successful creator of a complete set of mytholo- 
gies, that is, ways of telling stories that impart certain kinds of 
truths that people wouldn’t listen to if they didn’t come in that 
form.” But while Disney’s idealized values as presented in the 
animated features may work for moral instruction of young 
children, they may also be misleading in what they say about the 
real world. “Righteousness and right don’t always prevail,” con- 
tinued Marty, “and I think that you have to learn that on your own 
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after you’ve seen a Disney film. At the same time, Disney’s 
prime—the ’30s of the Depression, the ’40s of World War II, the 
°50s of the Cold War—were times when people got a pretty heavy 
dose of reality, and their morale had been flagging. Disney’s kind 
of stories said virtue does have rewards and it pays to endure. And 
many of his features were just that—endurance stories.” 

Phil Vischer, cofounder of the VeggieTales video empire, com- 
pared Disney’s gospel to a bland, generic salad topping. “Like a 
house dressing designed to appeal moderately to almost everyone 
while offending no one, Disney created a sort of ‘house religion,’ 
absorbing much of the benefits of Judeo-Christian belief while 
leaving behind any ‘unseemly’ obligation to conform to the will of 
a higher authority. The Judeo-Christian tradition is all about God. 
His will. The ‘Gospel of Disney’ is all about me. My dreams. My 
will. ‘When you wish upon a star, your dreams come true.’ The 
Disney Bible has but one verse, and that’s it. Walt’s religion was 
built on the unfailing American belief that virtue and hard work 
will make all your dreams come true. But Walt’s early reliance on 
European folktales for story fodder added an unusual twist to 
nineteenth-century American optimism: If your ‘American dream’ 
seems hopelessly out of reach, Providence will show up in the 
form of a fairy, wizard, talking willow tree, or some other folktale 
device to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat and ensure that 
American values never go unrewarded. Disney has wrapped up 
and sold America what people wanted to hear, which was ‘Give us 
the upside of religion, without the obligation of religion.’ And 
that’s what’s packaged in so many of the films. It’s all the good 
stuff with none of the bad stuff. And it has sold very well overseas 
because in Europe the church is largely dying or dormant, but they 
still accept the values, because they are great. The future is going 
to be better than the past, if we all get along and use our God- 
given—without the God part—intellects in the human spirit.” 

With his partner Mike Nawrocki, Vischer has created a series of 
animated videos that use religious plots and elements to teach 
Christian values to young children while entertaining them. Their 
company has sold more than 33 million videos and DVDs. Their 
first full-length movie, Jonah, grossed more than $25 million at the 
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box office, a crossover breakthrough for a Christian movie. A for- 
mer Bible college student and puppeteer, Vischer has as legitimate 
a claim on Disney’s personal mantle as anyone working today. Not 
surprisingly, he is a serious student of Walt Disney—his life and 
his studio. 

Vischer thinks he knows why religious leaders have had such 
ambiguous feelings toward the animated features. “The reason reli- 
gious leaders seem so variously drawn to and repelled by Disney’s 
work may be the striking presence of Judeo-Christian values, juxta- 
posed with a complete absence of any call or need to submit to God’s 
will. Walt’s religion is at the same time selfless and selfish. ‘Provi- 
dence’ at my disposal; the infinite obligated to make my dreams 
come true. Perhaps only the rampant optimism and ambition of turn- 
of-the-century frontier America could inspire a belief system simul- 
taneously virtuous and self-absorbed, values Walt derived from that 
idyllic portion of his childhood spent in Marceline, Missouri.” 

Vischer continues: “Disney’s target market—and it has proved 
to be a large one—is an audience of people who want to believe in 
something that doesn’t require anything of them. That’s the reli- 
gion that we’ve all been dying for. So it’s a powerful thing. It 
engages kids very deeply and it offends no one, except the intel- 
lectual elite. Amazingly, Christians were some of Disney’s biggest 
fans because he held on to the values that were important to them. 
So they forgave the fact that God had gone missing somehow 
along the way, but that everything that God set up was still there.” 

However, the Reverend Michael Catlett, pastor of McLean Bap- 
tist Church in McLean, Virginia, is one who felt no need to forgive 
Disney for its sins, either of omission or commission. On June 22, 
1997, he preached a sermon entitled, “Everything I Needed to 
Know I Learned from Watching Disney.” Catlett, speaking as the 
father of a three-year-old daughter as well as a pastor, cited exam- 
ples from a half dozen full-length cartoon features to make his 
points. “I have discovered the gospel from time to time within their 
celluloid frames of animation. I have heard the gospel pronounced 
by some unlikely characters. The gospel is not relegated to special 
places and times. If we will but listen we can hear it spoken all 
around us. Sometimes we hear the gospel through sermons and 
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worship services, and sometimes it’s through children’s stories 
contained on VHS tapes with a mouse ears logo. I want to listen to 
the gospel wherever I can find it. Don’t you?” 

There is growing evidence, beyond the speculative and the the- 
oretical, that the animated features can have a real impact on the 
lives of children. A study conducted by two Colorado State Uni- 
versity researchers suggests that “Everything we need to know 
about parenting and family relations can be learned from watching 
Disney movies,” according to a March 27, 2004, article in the 
National Post newspaper of Canada. “These films are likely to play 
a role in the development of children’s culture and may influence 
children’s and adults’ information about families,” wrote Toni Zim- 
merman, Shelley Haddock, Mia Adessa Towbin, and Lori K. Lund, 
of the university’s department of human development and family 
studies, where the research was done. Given the large percentage 
of movie characters in families without both birth parents in the 
home, the features may be helpful to parents and children in 
“blended families,” the study found. “Having a variety of families 
portrayed in the animated films is beneficial for children in two 
ways,” the study found. “It presents children with images of fami- 
lies other than their own, helping children to realize that there are 
many family types they can choose from later in life. It also 
increases the likelihood that children will be able to see a represen- 
tation of their own kind of family in at least some of the movies.” 

All of this is not to argue—and I will not—that Disney’s ani- 
mated features are a viable substitute for therapy, education, wor- 
ship, or Sunday school. What I will argue in the chapters that 
follow is that they are useful tools in building a general, moral sen- 
sibility among children and in reinforcing parental and religious 
values. In some cases, where individual films parallel the situation 
children may find themselves in, the movies may be able to do 
more. But before we can understand the Disney gospel and how it 
came to be, we’ll need to examine the religious background and 
practice of the men that created it: Walt and Roy. 


Part One 
The Disney Years: 1937-1984 


Chapter Two 


Walt and Roy: The Christians 


Accounts of the early lives of the Disney men are varied, and sub- 
ject to editing and burnishing by the company’s public relations 
apparatus—for good reason. “It may not be surprising that the 
story of Walt Disney seems to have special, almost sacred, mean- 
ing for Americans,” Janet Wasko wrote in Understanding Disney: 
The Manufacture of Fantasy. “Not only does the Disney company 
actively present him in this special way, but the legends of Walt 
and Mickey Mouse have been picked up and repeated endlessly 
by journalists, historians and biographers.” Alan Bryman, in his 
book, Disney and His Worlds, makes the same complaint, noting 
the “incredible similarity” among the Disney biographies pub- 
lished to date. “The majority of the facts are reproduced from 
book to book with very little added in each case, in spite of dif- 
ferent informants being interviewed. There seems to be a constant 
recycling of the same anecdotes which are referred to in book 
after book.” 

This consistency is also true of the accounts of family mem- 
bers’ religious and spiritual lives. All versions agree that this part 
of the story begins with Elias Disney, born in 1859. The father of 
Walt and Roy was a man greatly conflicted about faith, according 
_ to numerous books, articles, and recollections. As a child in Blue- 
vale, Ontario, Elias attended Wesleyan Methodist Church and 
Sunday school, which adhered to an austere form of Methodism. 
“He came out of a period when they were very strict and stern,” 
Roy Disney said of his father in 1967, in an interview in Bob 
Thomas’s biography, Building a Company: Roy O. Disney and the 
Creation of an Entertainment Empire. In Canada, the family was 
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so strongly opposed to music and dancing that Elias had to head 
for the backwoods to play his fiddle, and on one occasion his 
mother discovered him performing at a dance and smashed the 
instrument on Elias’s head. “The devil was in the fiddle, to their 
notion,” Roy recalled. “Dancing was just evil.” 

Living in Chicago with his wife, Flora, and working as a car- 
penter, the young father became quite religious and joined a Con- 
gregational church, a conservative denomination. Elias fell under 
the influence of the Reverend Walter Parr and became a deacon, 
He even built a wing of the St. Paul Church. Elias preached when 
the pastor went on vacation, and Flora played the organ. 

Elias required strict, if inconsistent, observation of the Sabbath, 
forbidding his four sons from playing baseball, but requiring them 
to perform their newspaper delivery duties when the family lived 
in Kansas City. “When these boys were born, hell and damnation 
were preached from the pulpit,” said Dorothy Puder, whose father, 
Herbert, was one of Walt’s three older brothers. “It was very hard 
on the children. They weren’t able to play or read a book on Sun- 
days. Their parents were very deeply into the church.” 

The Disney family left Chicago for a farm in Marceline, Mis- 
souri. Elias said later that the move was to escape the evils of the 
city and to raise the children in a more Christian environment. 
Ironically, the family rarely attended church in Missouri, in part 
because there was no Congregational church, although they some- 
times visited a Baptist or Methodist congregation. “We just sort of 
got out of the church habit,” Roy explained. However, that did not 
save Walt’s older brother Herbert from a parental whipping when 
he cut his initials in a church seat. Walt, who remembered the farm 
years fondly, was not immune from mischief. On one occasion he 
slipped off with his only sister Ruth to a local movie theater, where 
they watched a dramatization of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection 
screened on a bedsheet, according to Thomas’s biography of Walt. 
But successive crop failures turned Elias mean, and he took it out 
on Walt and his three older brothers, Roy, Herbert, and Raymond. 
‘He railed at his sons when they failed to turn up at breakfast for 
early morning prayers or when, at night, he caught them reading 
‘frivolous books’ instead of the Bible,” according to Leonard 
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Mosley’s biography, Disney's World. Elias’s mother once paid a 
visit and, while on a walk with young Walt, they snatched some 
turnips from a roadside field. This provoked an off-the-cuff ser- 
mon from Elias on the subject of “thou shalt not steal” at the fam- 
ily dinner table. “Only Elias would be narrow-minded enough to 
get heated up over a thing like that,” his mother recalled to Walt’s 
daughter, Diane. When Herbert and Raymond took off, effectively 
dooming the farming operation, Elias claimed that they had sold 
their souls to the devil. From Marceline, the family moved to 
Kansas City, where Elias and his remaining sons went to work 
delivering newspapers. Before long, Roy also escaped his father’s 
tyranny. Elias wrote in a letter that, in doing so, his son “has turned 
his back on us—and on God.” 

Elias and Flora maintained an eclectic relationship with reli- 
gion. In the 1940s, when the couple’s grandson, Roy Edward Dis- 
ney, was visiting them in Oregon, they sent the boy to a Christian 
Science Sunday school. Dorothy Puder, another of their grand- 
children, married a Presbyterian minister, Glenn Puder, who con- 
ducted the funeral service for Flora at Forest Lawn Cemetery in 
Glendale, California. 

Most family historians agree that Elias’s authoritarian and 
sometimes cruel nature—and his propensity for whipping and even 
beating his young sons—played a role in turning Walt and Roy 
against the church. The brothers’ ambivalent relationship with 
organized religion is well documented, as is their strong, personal 
faith in God. Both brothers were married in the homes of relatives 
rather than in houses of worship. As an adult, Walt did not start 
attending church until he was forty, according to Marc Eliot, 
author of the critical biography Walt Disney: Hollywood’s Dark 
Prince. Bob Thomas provides a different account in Walt Disney: 
An American Original: “Walt considered himself religious yet he 
never went to church. The heavy dose of religiosity in his child- 
hood discouraged him; he especially disliked sanctimonious 
preachers. But he admired and respected every religion, and his 
belief in God never wavered.” Walt regularly dropped his two 
daughters off at Hollywood Presbyterian Church for Sunday 
school and youth group. Other accounts suggest they attended a 
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Christian Science Sunday school for a time. In January 1943, 
according to biographers Katherine and Richard Greene in an 
essay written for the Disney Web site, Walt wrote his sister Ruth 
that “Little Diane is going to a Catholic school now, which she 
seems to enjoy very much. She is quite taken with the rituals and 
is studying catechism. She hasn’t quite made up her mind yet 
whether she wants to be a Catholic or Protestant. I think she is 
intelligent enough to know what she wants to do, and I feel that 
whatever her decision may be is her privilege. I have explained to 
her that Catholics are people just like us and basically there is no 
difference. In giving her this broad view I believe it will tend to 
create a spirit of tolerance within her.” In 1954, Diane and her 
fiancé, Ron Miller, were baptized at an Episcopal church in Santa 
Barbara, with Walt and his wife, Lillian, as witnesses, a week 
before they were married in the church. 

Sharon, Walt’s younger daughter, wed in a Presbyterian cere- 
mony in 1959. Although he was not a churchgoer, Walt “was a very 
religious man,” Sharon said, according to the Greenes. “But he did 
not believe you had to go to church to be religious. ... He respected 
every religion. There wasn’t any that he ever criticized. He 
wouldn’t even tell religious jokes.” 


Like his brother Walt, Roy Disney also reacted to Elias’s strict 
religiosity, according to an interview with Roy’s son and namesake, 
quoted in Bob Thomas’s Building a Company. “Dad’s religion was 
absolutely inside his head. He didn’t go to church, but I think he 
believed in a very strict moral code. I’m certain he believed in God, 
although I don’t think anybody ever asked him to define God. I’m 
not sure he would have said anything beyond, “Well, he’s there, and 
we all know that, don’t we?’” In 1958, Roy came to his brother 
Walt with a live action project adapted from the novel The Big Fish- 
erman, which was based on the life of St. Peter. Walt rejected the 
idea for Walt Disney Pictures, citing his career-long aversion to 
religious movies, so Roy proceeded to back the $6 million project, 
which was released through the company’s Buena Vista banner. 
The film was both a critical and a commercial failure and, accord- 
ing to Bob Thomas, Walt was secretly pleased. 
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Around the time of his sixtieth birthday, Walt told his longtime 
secretary, Hazel George, he was concerned about whether he was 
providing for an orderly transition of leadership for the company 
he had built. “After I die, I’d hate to look down at this studio and 
find everything in a mess,” he said, according to Thomas. “What 
makes you think you won’t need a periscope?” George asked. 
“Smartass,” Walt replied. 

Walt died in 1966, five days short of his sixty-fifth birthday. He 
was cremated, and a small family funeral was held at the Little 
Flower Chapel at Forest Lawn, a cemetery he once called a “sacred 
place.” The animator Ward Kimball, one of the pioneering Disney 
animators known as the “Nine Old Men,” said that there was a 
“secret” funeral service conducted in the chapel. That secrecy 
helped fuel a rumor that Walt’s body had been cryogenically pre- 
served in the tunnels beneath Disneyland, awaiting some future 
cure for cancer. Despite denials by the family and the company, the 
story persists as an urban legend and, as recently as 2003, it was 
the subject of a novel called Waking Walt by Larry Pontius, who 
worked as marketing director for Disney theme parks in Florida 
and California during the 1970s. The tale is so durable that Disney 
CEO Michael Eisner had to debunk it again when he appeared on 
CNN’s Larry King Live on February 20, 2004. 

The end of Roy Disney’s life five years later was a marked con- 
trast to Walt’s. Young Roy’s marriage in 1955 to Patricia Dailey, a 
Catholic, had a fundamental influence on his father—especially 
when grandchildren began arriving. Patricia’s father-in-law 
recalled the days when he and his brother Walt were infected with 
a common Midwestern prejudice in the early 1900s. “When I was 
in Kansas City, we used to run around town throwing rocks at 
Catholics,” Roy told Patricia. “Now I have four Catholic grand- 
children.” Roy Disney never missed a baptism or a confirmation, 
according to Building a Company. Like his younger brother, Roy 
died at the Catholic hospital across the street from the Burbank stu- 
dio, tended by nuns. Unlike Walt’s secretive service at Forest 
Lawn, when Roy died in 1971 the funeral was held in the Catholic 
church where his son and his family worshiped. 

A 1966 Disney promotional brochure described Walt as “a 
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man—in the deepest sense of the word—with a mission. The mis- 
sion is to bring happiness to millions.” More specifically, the offi- 
cial view of Walt’s philosophy of faith appears in several places. 
In bite-sized, undated nuggets, they are tucked in the back of The 
Quotable Walt Disney, compiled by Disney archivist David Smith. 
“Faith I have, in myself, in humanity, in the worthwhileness of the 
pursuits in entertainment for the masses,” Walt wrote. “But wide 
awake, not blind, faith moves me. My operations are based on 
experience, thoughtful observation, and warm fellowship with my 
neighbors at home and around the world.” 

Twice, essays appeared under Walt’s byline in Guideposts, an 
inspirational monthly founded by Norman Vincent Peale. In June 
1949, Disney recalled the importance to his development of his 
Congregational church, where he was baptized and attended Sun- 
day school. “I believe firmly in the efficacy of religion, in its pow- 
erful influence on a person’s whole life,” he wrote. “It helps 
immeasurably to meet the storm and stress of life and keep you 
attuned to the Divine inspiration. Without inspiration, we would 
perish. All I ask of myself, “Live a good Christian life.’ Toward that 
objective I bend every effort in shaping my personal, domestic, 
and professional activities and growth.” 

Walt’s thoughts on prayer were outlined in a three-paragraph 
article published in Guideposts in 1962, entitled “Prayer in My 
leite 

Every person has his own ideas of the act of praying for God’s 

guidance, tolerance, and mercy to fulfill his duties and respon- 

sibilities. My own concept of prayer is not a plea for special 
favors nor a quick palliation for wrongs knowingly committed. 

A prayer, it seems to me, implies a promise as well as a request; 

at the highest level, prayer not only is supplication for strength 

and guidance, but also becomes an affirmation of life and thus 

a reverent praise of God. 

Deeds, rather than words, express my concept of the part reli- 
gion should play in everyday life. I have watched constantly that 

in our movie work the highest moral and spiritual standards are 

upheld, whether it deals with fable or with stories of living 

action. This religious concern for the form and content of our 
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films goes back forty years to the rugged financial period in 
Kansas City when I was struggling to establish a film company 
and produce animated fairy tales... . 

Thus, whatever success I have had in bringing clean, infor- 
mative entertainment to people of all ages, I attribute in great 
part to my Congregational upbringing and my lifelong habit of 
prayer. To me, today, at age sixty-one, all prayer, by the humble 
or highly placed, has one thing in common: supplication for 
strength and inspiration to carry on the best impulses which 
should bind us together for a better world. Without such inspi- 
ration, we would rapidly deteriorate and finally perish. But in 
our troubled time, the right of men to think and worship as their 
conscience dictates is being sorely pressed. . . . To retreat from 
any of the principles handed down by our forefathers ... would 
be a complete victory for those who would destroy liberty and 
justice for the individual. 


As interesting as what appeared in Guideposts was what didn’t 
make the published version. In an early draft, Walt said he was a 
student of Scripture and that he believed that religion “helps us 
immeasurably to meet the trial and stress of life and keeps us 
attuned to the Divine Inspiration.” Because young Americans are 
“highly intelligent,” he wrote, “lecturing to children is no answer 
to delinquency. Preaching won’t keep youngsters out of trouble, 
but keeping their minds occupied will.” Many times in the early 
years of his career, he recalled, he and Roy came under commer- 
cial pressure to “debase the subject matter” of their animation— 
which they refused to do. 

On the CBS Evening News following Walt’s death, commenta- 
tor Eric Sevareid said that he “probably did more to heal, or at least 
soothe troubled human spirits than all the psychiatrists in the 
world.” Walt Disney has become for many “an almost Christlike 
figure,” wrote McReynolds. There is a “seudo-religious aura that 
has come to surround his name before and after his death.” If any- 
thing, Disney’s stature has grown since his demise. “His disciples 
venerate St. Walt as a beloved purveyor of innocent imagination, 
uplifting fantasy and moral instruction,” wrote Steven Watts in The 
Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American Way of Life. 


Chapter Three 


Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
(1937): Sin and Salvation 


Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was, as the Walt Disney Com- 
pany proclaims, “the one that started it all,” the first and still one of 
the most popular of the company’s full-length animated features. It 
also created a template for the Disney gospel, its cosmos and its value 
system, which remained intact for at least as long as Walt lived. In the 
beginning is the supernatural—the magic mirror and its ability to see 
all and know all within the pele From this Sr aaa 


‘oT. The queen, ite written text Sonat at ine Start of the film, 
is Snow White’s evil stepmother. She is driven by envy, since she 
“feared that someday Snow White’s beauty would surpass her own.” 
At first, Snow White is safe from the “vain” queen’s “cruel jealousy.” 
So, within the film’s first moments the sins of envy, vanity, and jeal- 
ousy are presented, with much worse soon to follow. 

Banished to the scullery, Snow White bears the hardship of her 


lot with good spirit and, as a result, “rags cannot hide her gentle 


grace.” She does want to change her situation, lS 
eeewuishing- WEI eben ee eee Omer singing 
hopes for true love. Sure enough, a handsome prince hears her 
song and falls for her, despite her patched skirt and apparently low 
status. Her wish, at least for the moment, appears to come true. The 
wicked queen, informed that her stepdaughter is now fairest in the 
land, can bear the competition no longer. She orders her huntsman 
to kill the girl and, as proof, to bring her heart back in a small box. 
Deep in the forest, ostensibly for a plone, the nuntsaa os and the 
trusting youth begin to recreat at the Hebre le ¢ 
_ Akedah, the sacrifice of Isaac. In a book of Gate as a test of 
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Fah si) one cos isco pated as the man can- 
not go through with murder. The huntsman returns to the queen, 
substituting the heart of a wild boar in the box. 

In the woods, after a terrifying escape from death and from 
sinister-appearing vegetation that seems to assault her, Snow 
White sings the Disney credo—that adversity can always be over- 
come with a song and smile, a combination that can fill the world 
with sunshine. Despite her dire straits, she is confident she will 
“set along somehow,” a view of life that must have had deep res- 
onance when first heard during the Depression. In the woods, 
Snow White soon befriends birds and small animals, another motif 
central to the animated features that will follow. Led to an empty 
eae my her ged eusees, she assumes euler Eile filth 2 Ce 


She oe to clean ihe sensi in one that sai will let = stay— 
not exactly a case of unalloyed altruism—as she sings “Whistle 
While You Work,” a paean to the work ethic. ee with the Healy 
of woodland friends, dirt 1s ne Siig iol 


areavays popes washed E Piensa by her work, Snow White 
falls asleep in the upstairs dormitory. 


The dwarfs are introduced at their mine, and they are likewise 
happy at their work. They sing that it “ain’t no trick to get rich 
quick,” as they pluck precious stones from the rocks. (This proba- 
bly came as a disturbing revelation to real miners, who practiced 
then as now one of the most dangerous and backbreaking of occu- 
pations.) Yet these contented workers, too, have their foibles. One 
dwarf, trying to swat an irritating fly, inadvertently smacks the 
rump of the deer pulling his cart; he is immediately repaid for this 
cruelty with a swift kick from the animal. On the way home from 
work the dwarfs sing another happy song, “Heigh-ho, Heigh-ho,” 
as they return to their transformed cottage. 
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Grumpy, the voice of skepticism, is immediately suspicious at 
the newly cleaned abode, attributing their apparent good fortune to 
a goblin, a ghost, or a demon. Fearful but armed, the dwarfs sur- 
round the covered, sleeping form sprawled across three of their 
beds. Just as their blades are about to fall on Snow White (again!), 
they are stayed as she emerges from her blanket. The dwarfs are 
mesmerized to see such a beautiful figure; “just like an angel,” 
observes one. Although fully dressed, she modestly pulls the cover 
back up to her neck, surveying what she calls the “little men,” ter- 
minology used at the direct insistence of Walt Disney, according 
to ling film’s DVD a aS 


ation This establishes a key mee of the ° Disney gospel fom 


others. ee Dee ae mere to ene Mock Ji ae 
son, objected to the naming of Dopey, the last to be named, 


eS it sounded too Cee S 


in Oey i this i is not aay an easy thing to ae 

Initially at least, Grumpy is also the voice of misogyny, recog- 
nizing the intruder as a female, all of whom he says are poison and 
“full of wicked wiles.” He orders Snow White out and warns the 
other dwarfs—correctly—that no good deed on her behalf will go 
unpunished by the queen. The monarch, full of black magic, is 
“bound to wreak her vengeance on us.” Nonetheless, knowing the 
risks of sheltering an unjustly persecuted young woman (think 
Anne Frank in World War IT Amsterdam), the dwarfs agree to pro- 
vide refuge to Snow White. Their decision is eased as the princess 
begins to list the dishes she is prepared to make for her hosts. The 
prospective menu, perhaps in deference to her woodland friends, 
is strictly vegetarian. She also insists on cleanliness (next to god- 
liness?), but there is no similar insistence, at least on the screen, of 
saying grace before the meal. According to story notes in the Dis- 
ney archives, a sequence in which Snow White teaches the dwarfs 
how to pray was suggested but never filmed. 

Back at the castle, the queen has discovered the huntsman’s 
ruse, thanks to the magic mirror, and has embarked on a mission 
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of revenge. In the lower reaches of the castle, she uses an ancient 
text to transform herself into a crone 
il—and she creates a temptingly beautiful, poison 

apple. One bite will cause a fall, a deathlike sleep so convincing 
that the dwarfs will likely bury Snow White alive and prevent the 
only antidote, “‘love’s first kiss.” Th ¢ 
carries the deadly apple into the Edenic paradise that Snow White 
and the dwarfs have made for themselves. 

There is joy and mirth, but also longing, in the cottage in the 
woods. Snow White sings that someday. her pees eal come, 


White was written as a ter, Walt explained i in 
a subsequent promotional film for television, “a kind, simple little 
girl who believed in wishing and waiting for her Prince Charming 
to come along.” And praying. Snow White goes upstairs to what 
has become her exclusive sleeping quarters and kneels by her bed- 
side with folded hands. There is no mention of God or Lord or 
Jesus. Yet as moonlight streams through the window, she asks for 
blessings on “the seven little men who have been so kind to me.” 
Having prayed for others first, Snow White then prays for herself, 
asking that her own dreams come true. As an afterthought she asks, 
“Please make Grumpy like me.” 

The next day, as the dwarfs file out the door to work, there is 
evidence that at least part of Snow White’s prayer has been 
answered. Like the other six, Grumpy presents his bald pate for a 
kiss from Snow White. “Why Grumpy, you do care!” she 
exclaims. After they are gone, she and her forest friends start mak- 
ing a gooseberry pie for Grumpy, only to be interrupted by an old 
lady with a baske uit. The birds and faa pee sense 


danger, but 2 

h 4 aced The rien 
inp Snow White with what she calls a “w g apple.” One 
bite, the crone says, and “all your swisha will come true.” 


about to be profaned. 


Snow White wavers, wanting to be convinced. After all, she has 
already wished and prayed for true love. Che ee reticnarniohigr 
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hey live apply ever afer She tastes the apple ad fal 
they will live Zep ever after. She tastes the ao and falls 


away. 


AIC RTSSSREd Alerted, the angry foi ata ee and ani 


mals pursue the witch to a craggy mountaintop. As she attempts to 
aa them with a lee boulder, sine Mee ne wereCeaiaielagy Lat 1s 
= P nr 4 r rine 4 w=" ti On 


All of ie comes too late for Snow White. Apparently dead, she 
is laid out lovingly in the forest by the grief-stricken dwarfs. She 
rests on a bed, enclosed in a glass coffin with candles all around, 
as organ music plays. The dwarfs kneel at the bier and their tears 
flow, even from Grumpy, as they keep “an eternal vigil at her side.” 
A golden, heavenly light streams down onto the clearing. Then the 
prince arrives on a white horse, and with his kiss of pure love 
allows Snow White to return to life from her deathlike sleep. In 
The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm (translated by 
Jack Zipes), when Snow White opens her eyes, she says, “O Lord, 
where am I?” She doesn’t speak those words in the Disney version, 
but according to Rudy Behlmer, in America’s Favorite Movies: 
Behind the Scenes, there was a sequence, created in preproduction, 
in which Snow White and the prince dance in the clouds and board 
a celestial ship. 

It did not take long for people of faith to see a religious dimen- 
sion in Snow White. The Reverend Charles W. Brashares, of the 
First Methodist Church of Ann Arbor, Michigan, wrote a letter that 
appeared in the August 10, 1938, issue of The Christian Century, 
published under the headline, “Walt Disney as Theologian.” 
Brashares asked if readers “did not see in the story a reprint of the 
Scripture? And can’t we pom moral aa ao ee truth 


“Eden?” In the biblical garden, “a serpent urged the eating of the 
apple. But i in the play, a witch, skilled 4 in the black arts of the past 
and the sciences of the present, prepares an apple so tempting that 
one does not even need to sin in order to taste it.” 

Yet sin is clearly present in the movie, the minister wrote. 
“Where can you find a clearer delineation of sin than in this tale?” 
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The queen’s conversation with the magic mirror is surely sin. “Self 
upon the throne is the tap root of all sin. From it grows pride, jeal- 
ousy, greed, murder and all the other sins.” Snow White is not a 
flight from reality, Brashares wrote. “It is the retelling of truth as 
basic as sin and salvation. It might even tempt one to a sermon.” 

Richard Schickel recalled in The Disney Version that there was 
an outcry on the part of some parents who said that some of the 
more intense scenes prompted hysterics and nightmares on the part 
of young children—which they may do today. But he argued that 
it was not wrong “to introduce children to symbolic representa- 
tions of evil, in restricted doses and the right context of course, in 
the hope that it will provide them with the imaginative tools to deal 
with it intelligently when they encounter it in its more dulling man- 
ifestations in life.” 


With Snow White, Walt Disney—leading his writers and ani- 
mators—created a new genre of feature films. Visually, viewers 
were stunned and delighted, according to news accounts of the 
time. Despite the frightening aspects of the movie, most parents 
were equally pleased by the primary messages the story conveyed: 


-solution—eating a magic apple will never solve your problems. 
Mothers and fathers brushed aside critics who complained that 
Disney had Ge eee a the co origin) A social contract 


id not disa - betray their values. The founder kep 
ie Wedge as iene as ne lived. In the decades following his death, 
the studio has tried to uphold that contract—with uneven results, 
as we will see. 


Chapter Four 


Pinocchio (1940): Prove Yourself 


Of all the early Disney features, it should come as no surprise that 
Pinocchio is a favorite of parents of young children. It is a simple 
morality tale—cautionary and schematic—ideal for moral instruc- 
tion, save for some of its own darker moments. From the opening 
song over the credits, “When You Wish Upon a Star,” the dynamic 
is set. Faced with insurmountable odds, the lyrics advise, fate— 
not God—“steps in and sees you through.” The Blue Fairy, 
approaching the woodcarver’s bedroom as the wishing star, 
appears as a glowing ethereal figure, benign rather than divine. She 
explains to the sleeping Geppetto that his wish to bring life to the 
puppet is being granted because the toys and whimsical clocks he 
has created have brought so much happiness to others—surrogate 
salvation through another’s works. Then, provisionally, the Blue 
Fairy gives Pinocchio life, setting the benchmarks for his promo- 
tion to human existence. The little marionette, shorn of strings, 
will have free will, and thus, she says, the outcome “will be 
entirely up to you.” In order to become a real boy, he will have to 
prove himself to be brave, truthful, and unselfish—more works. 
Help for Pinocchio is provided in the form of the first of Dis- 
ney’s comic sidekicks—Jiminy Cricket. The dapper insect is the 
puppet’s designated conscience, to help him choose between right 
and wrong. (Note the insect’s initials. After the movie’s release, 
“Jiminy Cricket!’ became a more acceptable substitute exclama- 
tion for “Jesus Christ!” in some parts of the country.) He repre- 
sents, the cricket explains in a combination of cynicism and 
foreshadowing, that “‘still, small voice that people won’t listen to.” 
Rabbi Daniel Wolpe, of the Southwest Orlando Jewish Congrega- 
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tion, pointed out that the phrase “still, small voice” appears in | 
Kings 19:12. In that context, the words describe either the voice of 
God or of an angel. “It is fascinating that a conscience is described 
with the same words as God’s voice,” he said. When in doubt, 
Jiminy says, Pinocchio’s conscience will advise him to avoid 
temptation and not depart from the straight and narrow path. The 
Blue Fairy reminds Pinocchio to let his conscience be his guide as 
she fades from the scene, spreading her arms in an image that, for 
an instant, could be a female crucifix. 

The Blue Fairy may be a reference to the Virgin Mary, accord- 
ing to Michael P. Duricy, a researcher at the Marian Library at the 
University of Dayton, Ohio. “Her presence is anticipated by a 
luminous orb which approaches, fills the screen, then dissolves 
into circles of white light from which her figure appears. The Vir- 
gin Mary is said to have arrived in similar fashion for her appari- 
tions at La Salette and Fatima. The fairy is clad in a light blue dress 
covered with shining white spots. She has wings that are colored 
in light blue or off-white. Blue and white have become commonly 
associated with images of the Virgin Mary. Beside the visual clues, 
there is thematic material that also suggests a Marian presence. 
The heart of the film is the need to accept responsibility for one’s 
actions and to choose right over wrong. This sort of moral educa- 
tion is a very important facet of the Catholics (and other Christians, 
especially the Eastern Orthodox) who see Mary operating within 
the communion of saints.” Steven Spielberg used a similar conceit, 
more specifically alluding to Mary, in his 2001 updating of the 
Pinocchio story, A./.; Artificial Intelligence. 

Jiminy Cricket explains to his charge that the world is full of 
temptation, which he defines as “the wrong things that seem right 
at the time.” Pinocchio pledges to do right, and Jiminy promises to 
help him. Church bells sound as the puppet sets off for school, and 
a flock of white doves flies past a cross atop a building. But temp- 
tation is not long in coming, in the form of a sly fox named Hon- 
est John, who detours Pinocchio from school to “the easy road to 
success”—show business. Jiminy’s warnings are ignored by the 
dazzled puppet. “It’s great to be a celebrity,” the fox advises—as 
true today as it was six decades ago. Sure enough, Pinocchio isa 
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hit as an entertainer at Stromboli’s traveling marionette show. 
Watching from the fringe of the crowd, even Jiminy is impressed 
by the cheers and applause: “They like him. He’s a success. Gosh. 
Maybe I was wrong.” Then “I guess he won’t need me anymore. 
What does an actor want with a conscience anyway?” 

Despite his Italian name, some see Stromboli as a caricatured 
Gypsy. After the show, locked in a birdcage in Stromboli’s wagon, 
Pinocchio gets his first hard lesson in exploitation, one other Dis- 
ney characters would also learn in the years that follow. “You will 
make lots of money—for me!” Stromboli tells him. Distraught and 
weeping, Pinocchio brightens with the arrival of his conscience. 
Jiminy admits that things look hopeless, that “it'll take a miracle 
to get us out of here.” The two friends try to figure out what went 
wrong. Pinocchio says he should have listened to his conscience; 
Jiminy says he shouldn’t have abandoned his charge. Of course, 
both are right. At this moment, the Blue Fairy returns. After hear- 
ing Pinocchio’s outlandish and self-serving account of how he got 
himself in such a fix, she reminds him that he must tell the truth, 
suggesting that perhaps he hasn’t been: But he compounds the 
offense in a way familiar to any parent or teacher, as his nose 
begins to grow. “A lie keeps growing and growing until it’s as plain 
as the nose on your face,” the Blue Fairy says. 

Pinocchio promises never to lie again, and his conscience inter- 
cedes—for Jiminy’s own sake—for the sinful, imperfect being in 
his charge. Like Jesus, the Blue Fairy believes in second chances. 
“T’ll forgive you this once,” she says, “but remember: A boy who 
won’t be good might just as well be made of wood. But this is the 
last time I can help you.” It doesn’t take long for Pinocchio to 
stumble again before temptation; he is easily scooped up by 
another nefarious character. The Watchman is collecting “stupid 
little boys, the disobedient ones,” and taking them to Pleasure 
Island, a place of no return. However, before they meet their fate 
they get to indulge in numerous juvenile sins and vices, beginning 
with gluttony—all the cakes, pies, candy, and ice cream they can 
eat. Along “Tobacco Row” they can smoke cigarettes and cigars, 
and chew tobacco. There is music (blues and jazz, naturally), beer, 
and amusement rides—all free, like everything else on the island— 
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along with a stained glass window and a model home, both ripe for 
vandalism. 

As the island’s gates of escape are silently closed and bolted, 
the Watchman observes, “Give a bad boy enough rope and he’ll 
soon make a jackass out of himself.” Pinocchio plays pool with a 
particularly unsavory young companion, Lampwick, and both 
begin the physical transformation to donkeys. The other boys, 
now fully donkeys, are driven off beneath cracking whips to their 
fate, unredeemed and irretrievably lost. Pinocchio grows a tail 
and donkey ears and brays occasionally, but the puppet escapes to 
seek salvation. 

(Irony has never been a strong suit of the Walt Disney Company. 
Still, some mention must be made here of the company’s decision 
to name its entertainment complex at the edge of Disney World 
“Pleasure Island.” At this adult attraction adjoining the theme park, 
many of the same vices as those depicted in its Pinocchio coun- 
terpart are indulged in, although in this world they are not offered 
gratis. And here, young people also make jackasses out of them- 
selves on a regular basis. In this venue, however, most ultimately 
recover their humanity.) 

Returning to the woodcarver’s home, Pinocchio receives a mes- 
sage (from whom is never made clear) borne by a glowing white 
bird. Geppetto has gone looking for his son, only to be swallowed 
by a whale. The allusion to the book of Jonah is just that, an allu- 
sion, since—unlike the Old Testament prophet—the old man has 
himself done nothing wrong. Pinocchio ties a rock to his tail and 
selflessly goes in search of his father. Through his wit and bravery 
he facilitates their escape from the whale, and he saves Geppetto 
from drowning, an act of filial piety that appears to cost him his 
life. Back in his bedroom, distraught, Geppetto is again on his 
knees, weeping. An ethereal light engulfs the lifeless puppet, and 
the voice of the Blue Fairy is heard: “Prove yourself brave, truth- 
ful, and unselfish, and someday you will be a real boy.” Concen- 
tric circles of light signal the final transformation—resurrection. 
“Awake, Pinocchio, awake,” the Blue Fairy commands, as a new 
verse to the film’s theme song swells: “When your heart is in your 
dream, no request is too extreme.” This is the first in a long line of 
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salvations through acts rather than grace. “The essence of the Dis- 
ney ‘religion’ is not theology, but ‘morality,’ and moral behavior; 
not ‘thought’ so much as action,” according to McReynolds. “It is 
not Pinocchio’s thoughts but his heartfelt actions that count in res- 
cuing his father. The completed deed makes him worthy of being 
a ‘real’ boy.” ; 
Unlike Snow White, Pinocchio is an active character and, 
unlike the young woman, he is clearly flawed and imperfect. So 
much the better. The living marionette is a figure children can iden- 
tify with and not merely idolize. Thus, small viewers are able to 
understand and to assimilate the lessons the puppet learns. In that 
sense, whether his salvation comes as a result of works rather than 
by grace through the intercession of the Virgin Mary is immater- 
ial. And with Pinocchio, Disney expanded his storytelling palette 
rather than simply duplicating it with another version of Snow 
White, which would have been the safer course. And he was not 
finished with innovation and risk taking, as we will now see. 


Chapter Five 


Fantasia (1940): The Sorcerer’s 
Mascot 


Fantasia is one of the more problematic of Disney’s animated 
features, as much for adults as for children. It was not what fans 
(and presumably parents) had come to expect from the studio after 
the first few full-length movies. It is episodic, experimental, 
abstract, and innovative. In collaboration with the famed conduc- 
tor Leopold Stokowski and music critic Deems Taylor, Walt Dis- 
ney took as his mission to make high culture accessible to a mass 
audience, both through explanatory narration and illustration— 
that is, “to bring classical music to the world by way of animation,” 
according to his nephew, Roy Edward Disney, in a DVD com- 
mentary. A civilizing impulse, to be sure, although Walt would 
never have put it that way. For him, the purpose of animation was 
to “arouse a purely emotional response in the viewer,” Roy said. 

Despite the absence of a unifying “story” in Fantasia, there are 
along the way images and sequences with implications and mes- 
sages—inspirational and disturbing, subtle and strong, scientific 
and pagan and Christian—all worth noting. Some are artistic 
departures for a Disney film; others are more familiar stereotypes. 
In an early section, based on Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite, fairy 
spirits are transformed into dragonflies. They are nude, although 
nearly androgynous, and in some ways they foreshadow Peter 
Pan’s more voluptuous (and better-clothed) Tinker Bell. Dancing 
toadstools are presented as Chinese figures with conical hats, 
slanted eyes, and hands tucked into opposing sleeves, a caricature 
that for its time was probably intended to be more amiable than 
malevolent. In the same innocent spirit, flowers are transmogrified 
into dancing Russian Cossacks and peasant women. 
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The segment on “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” starring Mickey 
Mouse, presents Fantasia’s most clear moral message, at least for 
children. Deems Taylor, the film’s narrator, explains that the story 
on which it is based took place 2000 years ago—conveniently, in 
pre-Christian times. Mickey is described as a bright young lad, very 
eager to learn the business from his master, in fact “a little bit too 
bright.” Mickey observes the Sorcerer and his book of spells, but his 
attention is apparently focused more on learning magic tricks rather 
than on using magic in a controlled, responsible way. Ordered to fill 
the cauldron with water from a fountain at the top of a long set of 
stone stairs, Mickey has a brilliant idea. The apprentice decides that, 
rather than struggling himself with the two wooden buckets, mak- 
ing many trips to complete his work, he will use what he has learned 
to avoid this onerous task. After the Sorcerer retires for the night, the 
apprentice puts on the magic hat and brings a broom to life, adding 
arms and hands, and instructing it how to fill the cauldron. So, in 
order to avoid his work, Mickey usurps his master’s powers and cre- 
ates life. As if to seal this act of hubris, the apprentice does a happy 
dance and sits in the Sorcerer’s chair. In the Disney universe of val- 
ues, no good can come of this. Without discipline and self-control, 
supernatural powers can easily go awry. 

After Mickey falls asleep in the chair, his spirit—or subcon- 
scious—leaves his body and enters a dream state. His shadow fig- 
ure floats up and summons more powers from the stars, unleashing 
even greater cosmic forces, commanding the sea and the clouds. 
Suddenly he awakes and finds himself afloat in the Sorcerer’s 
chair. The cauldron is overflowing, thanks to the unchecked 
actions of his creature, and the room is flooded. Mickey commands 
the broom to cease, but the effort is ineffectual; his nascent power 
fails, and the broom walks over him. Frustrated, the apprentice is 
moved to violence, using an ax to destroy what he has made, splin- 
tering the broom. Yet slowly the pieces revive themselves and 
become an inexorable legion of water carriers. 

Mickey’s efforts to thwart the brooms are futile. First he tries to 
hold the door against them, without success. Next he attempts to 
bail the rising, roiling waters out the window, using a bucket. For 
an instant, he sinks below the surface and seems in danger of 
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drowning. He clings to the Sorcerer’s large book of spells, franti- 
cally leafing through the pages in search of an incantation. The 
brooms mock his efforts by dumping their buckets onto him, caus- 
ing him to surf the book down the staircase to the basement, into 
a whirlpool to certain death. Just then, the awakened Sorcerer 
comes down the steps, parting the turbulent waters and making 
them disappear. A chastened Mickey removes his master’s hat and 
returns it with an ingratiating smile. The apprentice picks up the 
now inanimate broom, returns it to its place and takes his empty 
bucket. A small smile from his master produces a relieved smile 
from Mickey: no punishment, he assumes. But as the apprentice 
returns to his task, he gets a swat with the broom from the Sorcerer. 
The lesson is clear: Obey your superior, do your work, and do not 
trifle with the cosmos—until you are ready. 

Over the years since Fantasia’s release, Mickey’s image from 
the film has emerged as a “central icon” of the company’s official 
faith, according to Bruce David Forbes of Morningside College in 
Sioux City, Iowa. “In fact, with his wand and his hat from The Sor- 
cerer’s Apprentice, he functions as the high priest of the Disney 
religion,” Forbes wrote in his 2000 paper, “And a Mouse Shall 
Lead Them: An Essay on the Disney Phenomenon as Religion,” 
delivered at a Disney conference at Florida Atlantic University. 


For Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring,” Disney decided to offer a les- 
son in elementary evolution, circa 1940. Controversial as a ballet, 
the composer said the ballet’s purpose was to express primitive 
life. “Walt Disney and his fellow artists have taken him at his 
word,” says Taylor, but in the process they have made it their own, 
as “a pageant, as the story of the growth of life on earth.” The 
resulting work, he says, “is a coldly accurate reproduction of what 
science thinks went on during the first few billions of years of this 
planet’s existence.” To emphasize the seriousness of what follows, 
he says, “Science, not art, wrote the scenario of this picture.” 

In Taylor’s words, and then in Disney’s animation over Stravin- 
sky’s music, the earth’s evolution unfolds. The planet emerges out 
of nothingness—no hint of a divine spark, no big bang—and, curi- 
ously, there are hints of the Star Trek musical themes at this point 
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in the score. It is a hellish surface, pocked with erupting volcanoes 
and molten lava. The magma cools in water, giving way to what 
Taylor called “single-celled organisms, blobs of nothing in partic- 
ular that lived under the water.” This being Disney, it doesn’t take 
long for dinosaurs, “Lords of Creation for about 200 million 
years,” to emerge. While most are benign vegetarians, there are 
also “bullies and gangsters among them.” The favorite prehistoric 
heavy, Tyrannosaurus rex, lumbers onto the screen to demonstrate 
survival of the fittest. There is no creationism here; according to 
the DVD commentary, some schools used this segment as an 
instructional tool in science classes. 


Greek mythology—the Disney version—illustrates Beethoven’s 
Pastoral Symphony, complete with Zeus, Bacchus, Vulcan, and 
Diana, characters that will reappear in a more fractured form more 
than half a century later in Hercules. There are also centaurs, 
satyrs, unicorns, and flying horses. Among the images are some 
atypical of the studio: topless female centaurs bathing, seen at a 
discreet distance; a pair of winged horses,-one white and one black, 
with a black-and-white offspring; and a reasonably chaste baccha- 
nal. “The girl centaurs were originally drawn bare-breasted,” 
according to Richard Schickel, “but the Hays office insisted on dis- 
creet garlands being hung around their necks, a decision that sat- 
isfied Puritans.” Ward Kimball, one of Disney’s Nine Old Men, 
said that production notes to the artists were extremely specific on 
such touchy matters. On one occasion, for example, they were told 
to make the male centaurs less virile and threatening. In subse- 
quent theatrical rerelease, offensive images of black female cen- 
taurs with braided, “pickaninny” hair, shining the hooves and 
grooming the tails of white centaurs, were removed. The cutting 
was done in 1990 by Disney animator John Carnochan, according 
to a story in the Long Beach Press-Telegram of November 28, 
1991. “It’s kind of appalling to me that these stereotypes were ever 
put in,” he said. 


The “Dance of the Hours” sequence, while poking fun at what 
had already become an old chestnut of the classical repertoire, has 
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some ostensibly nice things to say about the overweight. There are 
sympathetic representations of gracefully dancing hippos and ele- 
phants in ballet slippers, and a romance between one of the hippos 
and a slender crocodile. Yet there is also a disturbing background 
to the animation, according to R. D. Feild’s The Art of Walt Dis- 
ney, written with the cooperation of the studio. In order to draw 
Hyacinth, the hippo prima ballerina, “a Negress weighing more 
than two hundred pounds was found who tripped with lumbering 
grace over the live-action stage while the cameramen recorded the 
least quiver of her flesh, noticing those parts of her anatomy that 
were subjected to the greatest stress and strain.” Would a child 
viewing this segment assume the hippo is based on an African 
American woman? Probably not. 


The most explicitly religious segment of Fantasia—and the 
most explicitly religious sequence in any Disney feature until The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame—is the finale, Moussoursky’s “Night 
on Bald Mountain” paired with Schubert’s “Ave Maria.” It is, as 
Taylor says in his introduction, a struggle between the profane and 
the sacred. According to folk tradition, Bald Mountain is the gath- 
ering place of Satan and his followers for the medieval Walpur- 
gisnacht—an occasion of nightmarish wildness. Satan gathers his 
evil minions to worship him and, under his spell, to dance furi- 
ously. Disney’s devil is muscular and malign and as sinister as any 
image from the Middle Ages. Beneath a full moon, Satan’s pow- 
erful hands fall over the village below. He attempts to uproot the 
church steeple but only tilts it. He is more successful in pulling 
souls from their graves, despite the crosses that mark the resting 
places as consecrated ground. With demon escorts they descend to 
hell. Nude women with flaming hair dance until they are trans- 
formed into grotesque animals and tumble into the fiery abyss. 
“Walt wanted this sequence to really give you the chills,” said 
critic Leonard Maltin, on the DVD commentary. At the height of 
fury, church bells sound and, in Taylor’s words, they “send the 
infernal army slinking back into their abode of darkness.” The 
Prince of Darkness shrinks back, apparently defeated by the dawn. 

With the light, the strains of Moussoursky’s music are replaced 
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by Schubert’s ‘““Ave Maria.” The bells and the light herald the seg- 
ment’s “message of the triumph of hope and life over the powers 
of despair and death,” according to Taylor’s narration. Shafts of 
heavenly illumination shine down on a procession of the faithful, 
carrying candles into a natural, sylvan cathedral, as the trees cre- 
ate the outlines of Gothic church windows. Early sketches of the 
procession show the candles forming crosses of light, but in the final 
version they are circular orbs. Similarly, early sketches of the 
sequence’s finale feature a stained glass triptych that, in close up, 
reveals the image of the Madonna and child. This, said New York 
University’s John Canemaker in the commentary, was “a much 
more religious ending than what ended up in the film.” Instead, 
towering trees create the appearance of a Gothic window through 
which an inspirational sunset concludes the film. 

Disney commissioned Rachel Field to write special lyrics for 
the Ave Maria, according to John Culhane, in Walt Disney’s Fan- 
tasia. All the verses were published in Field’s Ave Maria: An Inter- 
pretation from Walt Disney’s Fantasia, but only one was sung in 
the film’s final version. It concludes: 


The Prince of Peace your arms embrace while hosts of darkness 
fade and cower. 

Oh, save us, Mother full of grace, in life, and in our dying hour, 
Ave Maria! 


So Walt Disney, although raised with all the religious prejudices 
of early twentieth-century, middle-American Protestantism, pro- 
duced a concluding segment with a distinctly Catholic sensibility. 
For Hollywood in this period, religion equaled Roman liturgy. For 
some, however, the effort was not seen as a compliment. 

Perucci Ferraiuolo, in Disney and the Bible: A Scriptural Cri- 
tique of the Magic Kingdom, dismissed Fantasia as “an almost 
total glorification of witchcraft, sorcery and Satanism set to clas- 
sical music.” In the final sequence, Chernabog—the embodiment 
of Satan—was “the complete antithesis of the God of the Bible,” 
he wrote, and the presentation of “Ave Maria” was “an affront to 
Roman Catholics.” Christians, he wrote, had no difficulty seeing 
the film for what it was. “Some family and church groups worried 
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that depictions of characters like the Demon of Bald Mountain, 
Mickey Mouse as a sorcerer and the Pegasus Family [featured in 
the Pastoral Symphony] would conjure up nightmares for kids, or 
promote black magic.” 

This is a conservative, retrospective version of political cor- 
rectness. Fantasia failed at the box office despite the best and most 
noble intentions of Walt Disney, who was deeply troubled by its 
reception. I think he was simply trying too hard to be innovative, 
sophisticated, and uplifting. Like young people’s concerts, Fanta- 
sia might be an enterprising way to introduce children to classical 
music, but I still can’t watch it without squirming in my chair. In 
his high-minded, consuming effort to educate, Walt violated his 
own first commandment: Thou shalt entertain. What the studio 
learned was that its strong suit with animated features was simple, 
narrative storytelling with a consistent theme. Disney would not 
deviate from that path for a long time. 


Chapter Six 


Dumbo (1940): Mother Love 


Dumbo, like Pinocchio, was an early favorite of parents, built 
around clear messages of tolerance and acceptance for children. 
The film begins with a flock of storks bringing babies—the epit- 
ome of Disney sexuality. But the birds also arrive with a lesson— 
sung over the action—of universality, delivering children with 
equal respect to expectant parents of diverse nationalities, classes, 
and species. And all the babies are welcomed with love by their 
mothers; they are all wanted. None of the would-be mothers is 
more anxious than Mrs. Jumbo, an elephant in the circus’s winter 
quarters in Florida, who scans the dark, stormy skies for signs of 
her delivery. When the bird does arrive with her baby, late, Mr. 
Stork reads the delivery papers: “Straight from heaven, up above, 
here is a baby for you to love.” 

The proud mother bathes the baby elephant with love and, at 
first, basks in the oohs and aahs of the other adult females. Then 
the baby’s sneeze reveals his outsized ears, turning the admiration 
of the other elephants to ridicule. The baby is oblivious, but Mrs. 
Jumbo protectively slaps away the trunk of one of the pachyderms 
that attempts to examine the little one’s large ears, and then she 
slams down a wooden slat, shutting out the unsympathetic ele- 
phant chorus. The mother cradles her baby, now dubbed Dumbo, 
with his ears serving as swaddling clothes. 

When the circus train pulls into town, itis dark and rainy. Young 
Dumbo emerges from the elephants’ car behind his mother, using 
a big ear to protect himself from the weather, and ready to do his 
part to set up the big top. Climbing out of another car are brawny, 
brown roustabouts—the first of several disturbing racial stereo- 
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types to make their appearance in the film. The burly figures seem 
without discernible facial features and are dressed roughly, but 
they are clearly men of color, and their deep singing voices, 
although probably sung by Caucasians, are apparently meant to 
sound African American. The lyrics of their work song are repre- 
sentative of mid-century, middle-American attitudes toward the 
underclass. As they set up the circus, the men proclaim that they 
work all day and all night and, while they cannot read and write, 
they are happy. While other folks have gone to bed, they “slave 
until we’ re almost dead,” but they remain happy. They don’t know 
when they’ll get their pay, they sing, which doesn’t matter, since 
when they do they’Il just throw it all away. No one questions this 
portrayal, and there is no interaction between any of the hard- 
working men and Dumbo or any of the other animals. On the other 
hand, the Orlando Sentinel’s Jay Boyar thinks that this sequence 
may be ironic, a subtle critique of how others view these men. 

In the circus parade the following morning, Dumbo assumes his 
role as performer. He trips on his ear and is covered with mud, 
which leads to an endearing sequence of him being washed 
(restored?) by his mother. Again, the love between the mother and 
child is reinforced. Drying off, Dumbo is spotted by a boy who 
begins to make fun of his big ears. The boy has proportionally big 
ears of his own, clearly a signal to those who would mock the 
imperfections of others. Implicitly at least, it conveys the message 
of John 8:7—“Let anyone among you who is without sin be the 
first to throw a stone at her’”—observed longtime Disney employee 
and fan Mark Matheis. At first, the innocent Dumbo does not see 
the ridicule for what it is. Mrs. Jumbo knows what is happening 
and tries to remove her child from the abuse. When the big-eared 
boy tries to drag Dumbo back, his mother spanks the boy with her 
trunk, and then she goes berserk. She is whipped by the ringmas- 
ter and subdued by the roustabouts, who confine her to a train car. 
Dumbo, separated from his mother for the first time, weeps. 

The other female elephants gossip about Mrs. Jumbo’s actions, 
attributing it to understandable “mother love” that went too far. 
The problem, one says, is “that little F-R-E-A-K.” Dumbo cannot 
spell, but he knows they are talking about him, and it hurts. As a 
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species—or race—elephants have always walked in dignity, they 
all agree. By extension, Dumbo’s shame and disgrace is theirs. 
One haughty matron says that she would not eat at the same bale 
of hay with the little elephant. “I should say,” chimes in another, 
with a distinctly white Southern lilt, as they close their circle sur- 
rounding the hay, excluding Dumbo. “The hugeness of the beasts 
contrasted gorgeously with the smallness of their souls,” Richard 
Schickel wrote in The Disney Version. 

All of this is too much for a feisty mouse named Timothy, who 
is dressed as a circus musician and speaks with a pronounced Bow- 
ery Boys, New York Irish accent. He thinks Dumbo’s ears are cute 
and, more important, he is outraged at the way the adult elephants 
are treating the outcast. Since they are brave enough to pick on a 
little elephant, Timothy suggests they pick on someone small like 
him—and he proceeds to frighten them into a panic. Like Jiminy 
Cricket, the little mouse takes on the task of bucking up the inno- 
cent, offering to be a friend and a champion. He reminds Dumbo 
that, as an elephant, he “comes of a proud race.” 

Timothy takes a page out of anothér gospel. The Reverend 
Robert Schuller, the theological heir of the late Norman Vincent 
Peale and now the high priest of American optimism, often sug- 
gests that Christians “turn your scars into stars.” By that, Schuller 
means convert whatever adversity life throws your way into some 
benefit. The mouse suggests that they build an elaborate elephant 
act featuring Dumbo. If successful, the effort might enable them to 
free Mrs. Jumbo, since the reason his mother is locked up is that 
she is brokenhearted, not crazy. Their first effort—a pyramid of 
seven adult elephants balanced on a large ball—fails disastrously. 
Dumbo again is literally tripped up by his ears—his disability— 
causing injury to the other elephants and to the circus itself. 
Because of his failure, Dumbo is made a clown and, for that shame, 
the other elephants declare that he is no longer one of them. For 
the little elephant, the next step is down—a humiliating routine 
with cruel clowns. Dumbo is perched atop a burning building and 
rescued by clown firefighters who dump him into a vat of water. 
Dumbo is left in tears, despite Timothy’s effort to lift his spirits 
with flattery. The mouse directs the sad little elephant to a source 
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of support that will not fail him: Mom. What follows is one of the 
most soothing and reassuring sequences in all of Disney’s ani- 
mated features, and includes one of the most touching songs. Even 
in chains, Mrs. Jumbo is able to comfort her child, cradling him in 
her trunk. Singers croon, “Baby mine, don’t you cry,” urging 
Dumbo not to be discouraged by what others may say about him. 

That advice is soon put to the test. The clowns celebrate the suc- 
cess of their act with Dumbo, planning to raise the platform by 
hundreds of feet, in hopes of earning a raise. At least one critic sug- 
gested this sequence was a disguised jab at Disney artists and ani- 
mators who were trying to organize a union at the studio. When 
one clown worries that a fall from such a height might “hurt the lit- 
tle fella,” another snaps, “Elephants don’t have feelings!” A bottle 
of the clowns’ champagne, dumped accidentally into a water 
bucket, provides an opportunity for Dumbo and Timothy to unin- 
tentionally become drunk. The surreal sequence that results, “Pink 
Elephants on Parade,” is enough to dissuade any young viewer 
from experimenting with mood-altering substances. The next 
morning, Timothy and Dumbo awake, hung over, at the top of a 
tall tree, where they encounter a flock of black crows. 

Some critics—mostly white, such as the Chicago Tribune’s 
Michael Wilmington and Disney expert Leonard Maltin—have 
argued that the portrayal of the crows (one named Jim) in this 
sequence is not racist. They maintain that the representation is, 
in fact, exuberant and positive, that the crows are not simply 
crude minstrels. “Far from being shambling, oafish Step ’n’ 
Fetchit types—the boiling point for any attack on racial stereo- 
types—Jim Crow and his ‘brothers’ are the snappiest, liveliest, 
most together characters in the film,” Wilmington wrote in The 
American Animated Cartoon: A Critical Anthology. “They are 
tough and generous. They bow down to no one. And, of course, 
it is they who ‘teach’ Dumbo to fly.” Maltin is equally positive 
in The Disney Films. “There has been considerable controversy 
over the Black Crow sequence in recent years, most of it unjus- 
tified. The crows are undeniably black, but they are black char- 
acters, not black stereotypes. There is no denigrating dialogue, 
or Uncle Tomism in the scene, and if offense is to be taken in 


44 The Gospel according to Disney 


hearing blacks call each other ‘brother,’ then the viewer is merely 
being sensitive to accuracy.” 

The crows’ dancing was patterned after African American 
dancers, according to Disney authority John Canemaker, ina DVD 
commentary; moreover, some of the background singing was done 
by members of the Hall Johnson Choir, an African American 
group. But the inescapable context is that they are characters, fea- 
turing a preacher and a jazz musician, written and drawn by white 
people. In the manner of the hit radio program “Amos and Andy,” 
white actors speak and sing the lead parts in dialect, complete with 
improper grammar. One crow says to the other, “Ax dem what dey 
want.” Ward Kimball, one of Disney’s Nine Old Men, said the 
characterization was a result of “the climate of the times,” and was 
in no sense malicious. “There were ethnic jokes everywhere you 
went,” he told Michael Barrier in 1986, an interview that was 
posted on August 26, 2003, on michaelbarrier.com. (In a deft 
nudge in Disney’s ribs, the African American actor-comedian 
Eddie Murphy sings several bars of the crows’ song, in perfect 
grammar, while portraying a donkey in rival DreamWorks’ hit 
Shrek.) 

When Timothy addresses the crows, it is difficult to say whether 
he is saying “You boys” or “You boids.” Having said all this, the 
crows are sympathetic and supportive, and one comes up with the 
idea to donate a “magic feather” to convince Dumbo that he can 
fly. And fly he does, even when he loses the feather during his cir- 
cus act. He never needed the feather to fly, Timothy tells him, only 
the ability to believe in himself—another variation of the Disney 
gospel. Dumbo’s huge, nationwide success enables him to free his 
mother from captivity and buy her a luxury car on the circus train. 
The movie was so successful that a cover story in Time magazine 
was planned, only to be bumped from the cover by the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor. 


The lessons for children in this sixty-four-minute film are more 
clear. Dumbo “learns to turn his hardship into an advantage and 
wins happiness along the way,” wrote Kathy Merlock Jackson, in 
Walt Disney: A Bio-Bibliography. The moral, for William 
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McReynolds, “is that the little elephant earns his right to survive 
by his own efforts and . . . by listening to the instructions of his 
friends and making the best of what nature has given him: his big 
ears.” 

The Reverend Michael Catlett, in his sermon “Everything I 
Needed to Know I Learned from Watching Disney,” suggested that 
members of his congregation, McLean Baptist Church, in 
McLean, Virginia, “ask a group of children about Dumbo and lis- 
ten to what they tell you. . .. The mouse was willing to see that 
Dumbo’s liabilities were actually his assets. . . . Just because some- 
one is different does not make it right to make fun of them. No one 
should be ostracized because they are unique.” 

True, the price of these lessons is two arguably racist 
sequences—the roustabouts and the crows. An argument can be 
made that the roustabout scenes move so quickly that children, 
black or white, are unlikely to notice them. Similarly, the image of 
African Americans in contemporary life and culture is now suffi- 
ciently far removed from those invoked by the crows in Dumbo 
that many young viewers may not make the connection. Call it lib- 
eral guilt if you like, but when I first showed Dumbo to my son, I 
stopped the tape before the crow sequence and explained what he 
was about to see and why black people are no longer portrayed in 
that way—a teachable moment, as we used to say. Asher and his 
sister Liza did not let this interruption turn them against the love- 
able little pachyderm. The Dumbo ride at Disneyland was one of 
their early favorites. 


Chapter Seven 


Bambi (1942): Man Is in the Forest ) 


Bambi did more to plant the seeds of support for gun control and 
environmentalism among the baby boom generation than any sin- 
gle piece of American popular culture. From the 1960s on, it has 
been difficult to have a lengthy discussion about the Second 
Amendment without someone—often a woman of a certain age— 
bringing up Bambi. Such is the enduring power of Disney story- 
telling, and it must drive members of the National Rifle 
Association nuts. “The politics of ‘Nature vs. Man’ in the film are 
such that the anti-hunting sentiment in America came to be called, 
perhaps fairly, ‘The Bambi Syndrome,’” wrote David Payne, in 
From Mouse to Mermaid: The Politics of Film, Gender, and Cul- 
ture, edited by Elizabeth Bell, Lynda Haas, and Laura Sells. 

Yet the film at its core is not about hunting or an idealized and 
unrealistically harmonious portrayal of animal life. It is about fam- 
ily, acceptance, and love. “Love is a song that never ends,” a 
crooner sings as the movie begins. Bambi’s opening sequence is— 
like that of Dumbo—a paean to mother love. From all through the 
forest the animals, mostly mothers with their children, rush to see 
the newly born Bambi. In what could be a gloss on the Nativity, 
they tell one another, “It isn’t every day a prince is born.” Although 
the Great Prince of the forest, a lordly stag and the presumptive 
father, stands apart from the event, other animals circle the young 
deer and his protective mother. 

As Bambi makes his wobbly way to his feet, his first friend, 
Thumper the rabbit, begins to give him a tour of his forest world. 
In the process, Disney storytellers provide the kind of profound 
life lesson that has made them so beloved by parents. The fact that 
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it is delivered fleetingly, almost in passing, in no way diminishes 
its power. Thumper is teaching the fawn the names of things as 
they wander into a patch of flowers, having Bambi repeat each 
term as they encounter it. Up from beneath some petals pops the 
head of a young skunk. Bambi mistakes fauna for flora and 
addresses the skunk as “Flower?’—sending Thumper into con- 
vulsive laughter, given the attribute for which skunks are best 
known. He’s not a flower, the rabbit corrects. But before Thumper 
can say what he is, the skunk seizes the opportunity in the error: 
“That’s alright. He can call me Flower if he wants to. I don’t 
mind.” Bambi agrees, emphasizing the point by saying, “Pretty 
Flower.” Thus, an innocent accepts another being without precon- 
ceived notions dictated by nature, or by others. Without prejudg- 
ing, Bambi looks for the best in the skunk—his sweet 
disposition—and finds it. Surely, by forest standards, a skunk qual- 
ifies as “‘the least of these” creatures, the same standard set by Jesus 
in Matthew 25. 

Although Bambi forms a strong cohort with Thumper and 
Flower, his primary relationship is with his mother. She protects 
him from a storm’s raindrops and introduces him to the wonders 
of the meadow. But there are dangers in the meadow as well. 
Bambi’s headlong rush into the field is blocked with the same 
urgency as a human toddler’s run toward the street. “You must 
never rush out on the meadow,” his mother explains. “There might 
be danger!” The reason, she says, is that “out there we are unpro- 
tected. The meadow is wide and open and there are no trees or 
bushes to hide us, so we have to be very careful.” She ventures out 
first to make certain it is safe, and, after demonstrating a caution 
born of experience, she calls to her son. Then the frolic begins. 

The deer are not the only creatures enjoying the open space; 
others are out, also under the supervision of their mothers. Nor are 
Bambi and his mother the only deer in the meadow. There is 
another doe, a friend of Bambi’s mother, and her daughter, Faline. 
She takes a liking to Bambi, demonstrating a boldness and level 
of interest that he finds disconcerting. Bambi is also disconcerted 
when a great regal stag passes him in the meadow, glancing at the 
young deer as he passes. This, implicitly, raises the issue of 
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parentage. Bambi’s mother describes the stag in glowing, almost 
reverential terms. “Everyone respects him,” she says, “for of all 
the deer in the forest not one has lived half so long. He’s very 
brave and very wise. That’s why he’s known as the ‘Great Prince 
of the Forest.’” Yet his mother gives Bambi no inkling that this is 
his father, for a number of good, Disney reasons. In the 1940s, the 
nuclear family was still America’s norm and, while some aspects 
of nature could be safely glossed, others could not. The great stag 
presides over a herd of females, a harem. 

Crows and their harsh cries herald trouble for the creatures of 
the meadow. The Great Stag is the first to notice danger and returns 
to warn his subjects to flee. In the confusion, Bambi’s mother and 
Faline’s mother both search frantically for their offspring. It is the 
stag that reunites Bambi with his mother and leads them to the 
thicket and safety, as a shot rings out. Breathless, Bambi asks his 
mother why they all ran, and is told, “Man was in the forest.” Thus 
is the enemy of harmonious nature, the land of the warm and fuzzy, 
introduced. 

But nature itself can be cruel and capricious, as autumn and then 
winter arrive. Brown leaves flutter in the chilly wind and drop to 
the ground, their life cycle complete. Yes, Bambi also learns the 
fun and the wonder of snow and ice, thanks to Thumper. Soon, 
however, gnawing hunger becomes the deer’s companion, as 
mother and son forage for vegetation, stripping the bark from the 
trees. At last, some early greenery pokes through the snow in the 
meadow, in what seems to be the arrival of spring. Bambi and his 
mother venture out into the open meadow to eat, yet there is dan- 
ger in the air (and sinister music on the sound track). Bambi’s 
mother urges her son to run for the thicket, and they both take 
flight. Offscreen, a single shot rings out—out of season, some have 
argued—and Bambi’s mother tells him to keep running. Then, a 
second shot. Bambi makes it into the thicket, breathless again, but 
exalting in what he thinks is their narrow escape. Ominously, his 
mother is nowhere to be found, despite his increasingly desperate 
calls, which end in tears. Snow begins falling again; this is no 
spring. From the snow, the Great Stag appears and tells Bambi, 
“Your mother can’t be with you anymore”—not, “Your mother is 
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dead.” The effect is the same. There is silence, and the reality sets 
in. “Come, my son,” the father says. Bambi follows, but not with- 
out a mournful, symbolic look back at his carefree childhood. 


Spring comes, although it is not clear how many years have 
passed before the three friends—Bambi, Thumper, and Flower— 
are reunited. Bambi is a mature young buck, with antlers, and his 
voice has changed. With spring comes the mating season, and it 
falls to the wise owl to explain the Disney version of the facts of 
life to the trio. Female sexual attraction is a matter of “twitterpa- 
tion,” the owl explains, and before it all males are helpless. The 
friends scoff at the notion, pledging that they will in no way suc- 
cumb. Yet each in turn falls for the coquettish appeals of the female 
of the species. Flower shrugs his shoulders when his time comes, 
as if to say, “What can you do?” 

Bambi’s courtship is a little more complicated. He encounters a 
mature Faline and, after some uncertainty, pursues her. Suddenly 
an older, larger buck intervenes and attempts to claim the doe. 
Here Disney stands in opposition to Darwin. Bambi fights for 
Faline and, in this case, love and determination trump natural 
selection. Bambi fights and defeats his rival, surviving because he 
is the purer of heart rather than the fittest. The new couple dances 
in a Starlit frolic. Their joy is short-lived, as Bambi notices that 
something is wrong, a sense confirmed by the arrival of his father 
and more cawing of crows. “It is man,” the Great Stag says. “He 
is here again. There are many this time. We must go deep into the 
forest. Hurry. Follow me.” 

It is not enough that these creatures killed Bambi’s mother. Now 
they threaten his home and habitat, another unspoiled Disney 
Eden. Separated, Bambi and Faline search for each other, as the 
hunters’ indiscriminate gunfire begins. All the birds and animals of 
the forest flee in panic, and Faline is cornered by a pack of man’s 
vicious hunting dogs. Bambi comes to her rescue but, in the course 
of saving his love, he is shot. At the same time, wind blows the 
hunters’ carelessly untended campfire into a raging fire that threat- 
ens to engulf the entire forest. The Great Stag approaches Bambi’s 
still body, commanding him to get up. With great effort he does, 
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and father and son flee the flames, ultimately joining the confla- 
gration’s survivors. 

The cartoonist Matt Groening, creator of The Simpsons and 
Futurama television shows, still remembers seeing Bambi in 1956 
at the Paramount Theater in his hometown of Portland, Oregon. He 
was two years old, and it was his first trip to the movies, and he 
was with his older sister Patti. Groening recalled that he was less 
troubled by Bambi’s mother’s death than by the blaze. “I remem- 
ber screaming my head off,” he told Jeff Baker, of the Portland 
Oregonian, in a March 14, 2004, article. “That forest fire freaked 
me out for weeks.” 

Time passes. As the forest regenerates, the fruits of “twitterpa- 
tion” are manifest. Thumper has a clutch of little Thumpers, and 
Flower has asonhe has named for his friend Bambi, who respected 
him and accepted him for who he was, not what he was. In a reprise 
of the film’s opening sequence, all the creatures of the forest 
stream to a clearing to see Bambi and Faline’s twin fawns—pre- 
sumably the fruit of a uniquely monogamous relationship between 
the two half siblings. The cycle is complete. The New Republic, 
then a magazine of the Left, wrote in its June 29, 1942, issue that 
the film was “too moralistic.” But Kathy Merlock Jackson wrote 
that, in what was already becoming a familiar charge against the 
darker elements of Disney’s animated features, “The biggest crit- 
icism of the film came from those who thought it too frightening 
for children.” 

Walt Disney knew exactly what he was doing in telling stories 
through idealized, anthropomorphous animals. It worked in car- 
toon shorts with Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. It worked in 
Dumbo and in Bambi, and it would work dozens more times. 
“Sheer animated fantasy is still my first and deepest production 
impulse,” he wrote in Wisdom magazine, in December 1959. “The 
fable is the best story telling device ever conceived, and the screen 
is its best medium. And, of course, animal characters have always 
been the personnel of fable; animals through which the foibles as 
well as the virtues of humans can best and most hilariously be 
reflected... . Fable animals are not real animals. They are human 
beings in the guise of bird and beast. From his earliest beginnings, 
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as his cave drawings eloquently attest, man has been telling many 
of his experiences and dramatic conclusions and comments 
through animal symbols. ... Animals which can be controlled, car- 
icatured, exaggerated, are best for fable and morality tales—they 
have been since Aesop’s day and before.” 

With Bambi, Disney initiated another theme that would weave 
in and out of his animated features and those produced by his suc- 
cessors: Nature undisturbed is good—if not ideal. Man disrupts 
and destroys. The crows that harshly herald man’s entry into the 
forest in Bambi will return in future films. But nature, we are now 
led to understand by the film, also can be amoral, with few lessons 
to teach us, apart from the early and instinctive devotion to off- 
spring featured in this movie. Bambi also suggests that patriarchy 
is another ideal, the natural order of things. Many Disney viewers 
would tend to disagree on that point as well. 


Chapter Eight 


Cinderella (1950): Prince Charming II 


Cinderella is often recalled—in faded memory—as the tale of a 
poor scullery maid who rises to royalty. The song covering the 
opening credits reinforces this image, the lyrics an almost literal 
reprise from Snow White: “Though you’re dressed in rags, you 
wear an air of queenly grace.” This image is not entirely true, as 
the movie’s narrated prologue makes clear. Cinderella was a child 
of privilege, the well-loved only daughter of an apparently wealthy 
couple, born in an elegant chateau in a tiny European kingdom and 
raised in “luxury and comfort.” While not royalty, they are at least 
upper middle class. When her mother died, her kind, devoted 
father decided to remarry, because Cinderella “needed a mother’s 
care.” Although the stepmother was “a woman of good family,” the 
match proved to be a disaster for Cinderella. It was “through the 
untimely death of her father that her stepmother’s true nature was 
revealed,” according to the narrator. Thus, Disney’s stereotype of 
the “evil stepmother,” first engraved on the popular consciousness 
in Snow White, was reinforced. This also cemented a trend in 
Dumbo and Bambi, that is, “the ‘zero’ of Disney mothers—absent, 
murdered or replaced,” according to Elizabeth Bell, Lynda Haas, 
and Laura Sells, in From Mouse to Mermaid. 

Cinderella mourns alone at her father’s deathbed, her step- 
mother and stepsisters in the background. It soon becomes clear 
that the stepmother has betrayed the trust and purpose of Cin- 
derella’s father, “grimly determined to forward the interests of her 
own two awkward daughters.” The chateau falls into disrepair, the 
narrator explains, as the family’s fortunes are squandered on the 
vain and selfish stepsisters. Cinderella is abused and humiliated 
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and, at last, compelled to become a servant in her own house, con- 
fined to an aerie garret. Yet, through it all, the beautiful young 
woman remained “ever gentle and kind,” the narrator concludes, 
‘for in each dawn she found new hope that someday her dreams of 
happiness would come true.” 

Here is the Disney formula for a heroine, a theory based in part 
on aesthetics. Cinderella is pretty, plucky, and without guile, echo- 
ing many novels of the nineteenth century. It is a description that 
has remained constant throughout the studio’s history. The same is 
true for the presentation of evil. In Snow White, the queen has a 
cold, dark beauty that, through envy, curdles into evil as she trans- 
forms herself into a witch-like crone in order to kill her rival. 
Although less homicidal, Cinderella’s stepmother has a dark, 
mature elegance that complements her icy malevolence. Yet her 
two daughters are merely homely and awkward—traits over which 
they have no control. They are indulged by their mother, at Cin- 
derella’s expense, and so become spoiled and petulant and thus 
objects of derision. Are they considered ugly because they are bad, 
or bad because they are ugly? 

Cinderella, sleeping under a patched, threadbare blanket, is 
awakened each morning by her friends, the birds and the mice. 
Another song sets the scene for what is to come. “The potential for 
Disney to influence or shape moral identity, not only through the 
narrative, but also through the songs is tremendous,” wrote 
Annalee R. Ward, in Mouse Morality: The Rhetoric of Disney Ani- 
mated Film. “If you keep on believing,” the singer explains, “the 
dream that you wish will come true.” Her family can’t order her to 
stop dreaming, she says, and perhaps some day the dreams that she 
wishes will come true. 

Like Snow White, Cinderella’s small animal friends help her 
wake up, dress, and clean her room. It soon becomes clear why the 
creatures care so much for the young woman, as she takes time to 
free a fat mouse from a trap, name him, and give him clothes. Cin- 
derella is considerate of the household’s ill-tempered and aptly 
named cat, Lucifer, insisting that even he has his good points. 
Before this lesson in interspecies comity can continue, the real 
world intervenes. Cinderella is summoned to bring breakfast tea to 
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her mother and sisters. Each returns her cheerful morning greeting 
with a demand to do chores. Her stepmother suggests Cinderella 
has too much time on her hands, providing as a remedy another 
onerous list of housekeeping tasks: the carpet in the main hall, the 
tapestries, the windows, draperies, and gardening. All of this injus- 
tice Cinderella accepts without complaint. She sings sweetly, with- 
out visible accompaniment, as she works, while elsewhere in the 
chateau music lessons are wasted on her stepsisters. 

At the castle, meanwhile, the king complains to his counselor 
about his son, the prince, who refuses to marry and have children. 
The monarch’s solution is to summon every maiden in the small 
kingdom to a dress ball that very night. When the invitation arrives 
at the chateau, the stepsisters are ecstatic at the prospect that one 
might marry the prince, and they mock Cinderella’s request to be 
included. Her stepmother says she can attend—if she completes 
even more chores and can find a suitable dress. At this point, the 
mice and birds are able to repay Cinderella’s kindness. Like 
numerous Disney artists and animators and technicians, the little 
creatures work together to do the impossible, even as Cinderella is 
resigned to staying at home. The mice and the birds finish the 
cleaning and transform her late mother’s dowdy old dress—adorn- 
ing the outfit with the stepsisters’ discarded cloth and accessories. 
Alas, all this is not enough. Cinderella’s beautiful dress is ripped 
apart by her jealous siblings, and she is forbidden to join them at 
the ball. 

Her hope raised and then dashed, Cinderella faces the Disney 
equivalent of a crisis of faith—in faith. Heretofore an indomitable 
true believer, her optimism is finally shattered, leaving her dis- 
traught and weeping. “It’s just no use,” she declares. “I can’t 
believe—not anymore! There’s nothing left to believe in.” At this 
moment, much like in Pinocchio, hope materializes from above. 
Stars gather from the sky and configure themselves into a cloaked 
fairy godmother. Walt’s production notes describe the appearance 
of the fairy godmother as “the miracle,” according to Bob Thomas, 
in Walt Disney: An American Original. Even Perucci Ferraiuolo, 
in Disney and the Bible, grudgingly calls the apparition “a curious 
half-pagan, half Christian conception.” The kindly old woman 
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tells the girl that she couldn’t have meant what she just said. “If 
you'd lost all your faith, I couldn’t be here,” she says. “And I am!” 
They must hurry if Cinderella is to make it to the ball, the magical 
godmother says, because “even miracles take a little time.” In 
short order, accompanied by a bouncy production number, house- 
hold friends are transformed into a coach-and-four with driver and 
footman. Cinderella is clothed in a beautiful dress and glass slip- 
pers, leading her to exclaim, “It’s all a dream—a wonderful dream 
come true!’ With her godmother’s blessings, and the warning that 
the dream ends at midnight, Cinderella leaves for the castle. 

Naturally, when the prince sees Cinderella and waltzes with her, 
it is love at first sight. She sings that “this is the miracle that I’ve 
been dreaming of.” There is still the business of the flight at the 
stroke of midnight, and the glass slipper, which calls for Cinderella 
to stand up for her right to try it on and prove.that she deserves the 
prince. As wedding bells ring, the closing song restates the film’s 
moral—and Disney’s theology: “If you keep on believing, the 
dreams that you wish will come true.” 

Cinderella is one of those few stories that has given its name to 
a syndrome, a shorthand expression to describe otherwise intelli- 
gent women who passively wait to be whisked away by Prince 
Charming. This was not the intention of the creator of the tale’s 
movie version. In a promotional short made for television, Walt 
Disney explained how Cinderella differed from the earlier heroine, 
Snow White, on the assertiveness scale. Cinderella was “more 
practical. She believed in dreams all right, but she believed in 
doing something about them. When Prince Charming didn’t come 
along she went right over to the palace and got him.” Maurice 
Rapf, a screenwriter on the movie who was a member of the Com- 
munist Party at the time, said, “I structured it to make her a rebel 
who fights for what she wants, as a result of which she is locked 
up in the tower and is never going to be able to try on the glass slip- 
per when the guy comes around,” according to Tender Comrades: 
A Backstory of the Hollywood Blacklist by Patrick McGilligan and 
Paul Buhle. 

These recollections are subject to debate, and others disagree. 
The story has produced scores of magazine articles and at least two 
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books, The Cinderella Complex: Women’s Hidden Fear of Inde- 
pendence by Colette Dowling, a feminist interpretation, and The 
Cinderella Syndrome: Discovering God’s Plan When Your Dreams 
Don't Come True by Lee Ezell, which takes a Christian view. Yet 
both books attempt to address the damage done to young girls by 
the story. 

Despite the best intentions of Walt Disney and Maurice Rapf, 
and some excellent songs, Cinderella remains a pale copy of Snow 
White. Both in its story and its animation, it lacks the verve of the 
original. The messages of good cheer in the face of adversity and 
ill will, and of determined optimism are overshadowed by the 
heroine’s passivity. The redemption provided by the intervention 
of the fairy godmother, while it conforms with the Disney gospel, 
rings false. It is difficult for a middle-aged adult male to put him- 
self into the mind of a four- or five-year-old girl watching this film 
for the first time—much less for the tenth or twentieth time. Still, 
I don’t think I'd want to allow my daughter much repeat viewing 
of Cinderella without some serious discussions with Mom. Or per- 
haps with Prince Dad. 


Chapter Nine 


Alice in Wonderland (1951): 
Take the Red Pill 


Alice, Walt Disney explained in a promotional film made for tele- 
vision, “is curious about anything and everything. To me, Alice is 
a great deal like children today: Bright, eager, curious about places 
and people. It’s this curiosity that gets her into all those fabulous 
adventures in Wonderland.” To some degree, it is also about bore- 
dom with a conventional form of learning—a book—that leads to 
a disorienting detour from reality. In this sense, any parent lobby- 
ing for schoolwork over the video screen or the CD player can 
sympathize. The film, based on the Lewis Carroll classic, begins 
with Alice in the park as a governess reads to the girl about early 
English history. Petulant and inattentive, the young student com- 
plains that it is difficult to pay attention to a book with no pictures. 
In her world, Alice says, books would be nothing but pictures. In 
fact, she tells her cat as she dozes off, everything would be non- 
sense if she had a world of her own. 

Enter the vehicle of her transformation and wish fulfillment: a 
distracted white rabbit on the way to a tea party. Alice knows that 
she shouldn’t go where she isn’t invited, and that curiosity can lead 
to trouble, but she pursues the rabbit down his burrow anyway. 
Immediately Alice enters a distorted world where, as she wished, 
everything appears to be nonsense. Animals and objects speak, 
often peremptorily and rudely. Drinking an unknown substance, 
which she acknowledges might be poison, she shrinks and grows 
and shrinks again—an experience that leads to tears. She meets the 
brothers Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum (progenitors of several 
dynasties of politicians), who give her lessons in manners. They 
also tell her a cautionary tale, about the Walrus and the Carpenter, 
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who lure gullible young oysters from the safety and security of 
their home and native habitat to the stew pot. In this case, the moral 
is unspoken but obvious. If you leave your mother and the world 
you know for the temptations of the unknown, you will encounter 
danger—or worse. In this sense, the episode echoes, reinforces, 
and foreshadows the unfolding theme of the film itself. 

Alice next meets a patch of singing flowers who teach her 
another lesson, this one about ego. Each different blossom wants 
to sing a song about itself, but in order to satisfy the needs of the 
diverse group, they decide to sing a song about all of them— 
together. As if to underline the lesson, they sing, “You can learn a 
lot of things from flowers,” in this case, about harmony. Yet there 
is a harsher aspect to this exercise as well. When Alice hits an 
embarrassingly discordant note, she is accused by the flowers of 
being a weed—and is expelled. “We don’t want a weed in our 
bed,” they tell her. 

By the time Alice meets a caterpillar smoking a water pipe, 
which exudes intoxicating fumes, the girl is beginning to weary of 
this world she has wished for. Everything is so confusing, she says. 
Yet in the midst of the accumulating absurdity, she gets some more 
advice: Keep your temper. An encounter with the Cheshire cat 
directs Alice to the White Rabbit’s tea party with the March Hare 
and the Mad Hatter. (The name of the latter is said to be taken from 
real life, in the belief that hat makers who used mercury in their 
work often went insane.) Now that she has arrived at her destina- 
tion, Alice has second thoughts. “J don’t want to go among mad 
people,” she says. “You can’t help that,” she is told. “Most every- 
one’s mad here.” In the midst of the riotous gathering, Alice con- 
tinues to accumulate good advice, even when it sounds 
contradictory, for party manners. If you don’t think, you shouldn’t 
talk. If you don’t like what is being served, you can at least make 
polite conversation. 

But Alice has just about had her fill of the absurdity she wished 
for. No more nonsense, she tells birds wearing spectacles—she 
wants to go straight home. If she does, she thinks she could write 
a book about this place (a sly joke from Lewis Carroll?). Alice is 
increasingly desperate to get back to familiar surroundings and to 
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her cat, yet Wonderland is not ready to let her go. She remembers 
another piece of good advice, perhaps from her mother: When you 
are lost, it is sometimes a good idea to stay where you are until 
someone finds you. But who would ever think to look for her in 
this strange place? Now the big lesson for the willful, curious girl 
who didn’t want to pay attention to her history book: “If I listened 
earlier I wouldn’t be here,” she laments. “But that’s just the trou- 
ble with me. I give myself very good advice, but I very seldom fol- 
low it. That explains the trouble I’m always in.” Alice admits to 
herself that the good advice to be patient makes her furious. “I 
went along my merry way, and I never stopped to reason. I 
should’ve known there would be a price to pay some day. Pm 
through with rabbits. I want to go home, but I can’t find my way.” 

Before Alice can go home, she must first encounter the Disney 
view of totalitarianism in the person of the Queen of Hearts. The 
sovereign is loud and large, a grotesque figure who will become a 
stock, female character in the studio’s gallery of villains. She ter- 
rorizes everyone, beginning with the king, her diminutive, hen- 
pecked husband. Her playing-card minions prepare for a royal 
garden party as if it were a Potemkin village, painting the white 
roses red, her favorite color. The Red Queen, as she is sometimes 
called, has a Stalinist propensity for ordering executions. “Off with 
their heads!” she cries with disturbing frequency. Oddly, the occa- 
sion of a subject being dragged off for such a punishment is treated 
with humor, cheers, and a song heralding the execution. 

The queen has some bracing advice for Alice when encounter- 
ing a monarch: Look up, speak nicely, don’t twiddle your fingers, 
curtsy, and always say, “Yes, your majesty.” The girl also gets an 
informative lesson in realpolitik. The queen’s way is always the 
right way, beginning with a friendly game of croquet that is rigged 
for her to win. If the queen loses her temper, someone loses his 
head. And so, when the inevitable happens and Alice runs afoul of 
the queen, the outcome is foreordained. “Sentence first, verdict 
afterwards!” the Red Queen bellows, a result familiar to those who 
read about or watched the Soviet purge trials of the late 1930s. 
Unlike the docile, resigned defendants at the Moscow proceed- 
ings, Alice is emboldened to speak out by a magic mushroom that 
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turns her into a giant. She tells the queen, “You’re just a fat, 
pompous, bad-tempered old tyrant!” Shrunk back down to size, 
she is forced to flee the enraged queen. As chaos ensues, Alice 
awakes from her dream, as her governess commands her to recite 
the same lesson that has put her to sleep. 

In a candid interview reproduced on the DVD for Peter Pan, 
Walt Disney grappled with Alice in Wonderland’s disappointment 
at the box office and came to a different conclusion than his effu- 
sive analysis in the promotional short. He “came to think of Alice 
herself as a prim and prissy little person, lacking in humor and 
entirely too passive in her role in the story,” according to Richard 
Schickel in The Disney Version. One problem was that there were 
too many different interpretations of the girl, that her portrayal was 
too intellectual. There wasn’t enough heart or pathos to make the 
film work. Yet the governing metaphor of Alice as a seeker endures 
in popular culture. The Jefferson Airplane put her story to acid 
rock music in the 1970s, with the classic “White Rabbit.” In the 
pretentious 1999 blockbuster film The Matrix, the character Mor- 
pheus offers the character Neo a choice of two pills. If he chooses 
the blue pill, “the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe 
whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill .. . and I show 
you how deep the rabbit hole goes.” Neo does what Alice does. 

For all the complaints about Disney’s tinkering with and sand- 
ing down the edges of fairy tales, Alice in Wonderland demon- 
strates the pitfalls of fidelity to the original, of illustrating a classic 
story rather than transforming it and making it your own. Lewis 
Carroll was a genius quite different from Walt Disney, and in this 
case they did not mesh. The charm of the film’s original songs and 
the brilliance of voice actors such as Ed Wynn and Jerry Colonna 
notwithstanding, Disney’s Alice is essentially a spectator, a tourist 
in Wonderland. Still, there may be some lessons to be learned from 
the movie. The Internet, it seems to me, is the modern rabbit hole. 
Boredom can lead unattended children—and adults—down unex- 
pected paths and around blind curves and, sometimes, into trouble 
and regret. As Alice says, there is a price to pay for such explo- 
rations. 


Chapter Ten 


Peter Pan (1953): Faith, Trust, and 
Pixie Dust 


Atits heart, Peter Pan is a tribute to the transcendent value of the 
traditional middle-class family—and especially to the civilizing 
power of mother love. Ironically, most of the narrative takes place 
in the absence of both. Notwithstanding, this is in sharp contrast 
to previous (and future) animated Disney features, where moth- 
ers are dead or crazy and fathers are absent or distant. As the film 
opens, London’s Darling family is loving, affluent, and intact, set- 
tled in their home in the Victorian city’s Bloomsbury district. The 
parents, Mary and George, are preparing for an elegant evening 
out as their three children get ready for bed. A song plays under 
the tumult about yet another Disney star in the heavens. This time 
it is the second one from the right—there to tell you that “the 
dreams you plan really can come true” and that we’ll be thankful 
when they do. 

The narrator explains that the eternally adolescent Peter Pan 
has chosen the Darling household to visit “because there were 
people there who believed in him.” Wife Mary believes that Peter 
is the spirit of youth, although George is skeptical, calling the sub- 
ject poppycock. The husband is a blustery, buffoonish authority 
figure, angrily issuing orders: Sister Wendy must move from the 
nursery she has been sharing with her younger brothers John and 
Michael, and the beloved St. Bernard named Nana must give up 
her job as nursemaid and move to the doghouse outside. Sooner 
or later, the patriarch snorts, people have to grow up. Mary does 
not disagree directly, but tactfully suggests reasons why her hus- 
band’s orders may not be the wisest. Wendy declares she does not 
want to grow up. 
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In contrast to the way I felt in my previous viewings of Peter 
Pan over the decades, when I watched it more recently I was unset- 
tled by Peter’s first appearance at the Darling household. True, he 
is based on the Greek demigod Pan—a mischievous, goat-legged 
satyr—complete with pointed ears and flute. Yet now I noticed a 
certain hint of meanness in his face that I hadn’t seen before, espe- 
cially in a scene outside the house, when the streetlight gives his 
countenance a sinister cast. It is almost equine or mulish, though, 
rather than goat-like. (In a DVD commentary, Walt admits that 
even he couldn’t warm to Peter.) Also, I found Peter’s speech 
coarser than I recalled. As Wendy is sewing his lost shadow back 
to his foot, he snaps peremptorily, “Get on with it, girl!” He asks 
Wendy what a mother is, and she says it is “someone who loves 
and cares for you and tells you stories.” Good, Peter replies 
abruptly, Wendy can become Neverland’s mother. Notes of jeal- 
ousy and vanity are introduced, as tiny fairy Tinker Bell interrupts 
an incipient kiss between Peter and Wendy—just after Tinker Bell 
inspects the width of her hips by standing on Wendy’s hand mir- 
ror. (The fully rounded sprite was not, as rumor had it, patterned 
after Marilyn Monroe, according to Disney animator Marc Davis.) 

Despite the abundant comforts of their safe and happy home, 
the girl and her brothers seem instantly willing to abandon it and 
accept Peter’s offer to go to Neverland. However, the only way to 
get to the island is to fly. Peter informs the siblings that all it 
requires to take flight is to think a wonderful thought and then add 
faith, trust, and pixie dust. If there ever was a recipe for the Dis- 
ney gospel, this is it. As Sammy Fain’s song explains under the 
action, thinking happy thoughts is just like having wings, enabling 
you to bid your cares—and, it would seem, your parents—good- 
bye. “Think of all the joys you’ll find,” the song goes, “when you 
leave the world behind.” 

Neverland is also the home of Captain Hook—a cruel, foppish, 
Restoration dandy—and his happy, multinational crew of pirates. 
(Early drawings include a Sambo-like African pirate who does not 
appear in the film.) A buccaneer’s life on the island can be nasty, 
brutish, and short, as Hook demonstrates by using his pistol to cav- 
alierly dispatch a crewmember because he finds the man’s singing 
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infelicitous. The pirate chief, the narrator informs us, lost his hand 
in an earlier sword fight with Peter, who tossed it to a large croco- 
dile. Also on the island are cannibals, who are never seen in the 
final cut, and a village of “redskins.” Hook—who here, as tradi- 
tionally in the theater, is voiced by the same actor who portrays 
George Darling—bemoans the fact that he does not know the hide- 
out of Peter and his young band of followers, so he cannot elimi- 
nate them. 

Peter’s Lost Boys, by their harsh features, disheveled appear- 
ance, and grammar, are lower-class children without parents— 
urchins out of Dickens. On Tinker Bell’s orders, which she claims 
come from Peter, they attack the Darling children as intruders. 
Peter intervenes, banishing Tinker Bell and informing the Lost 
Boys that Wendy will become their new mother. Minus Peter and 
Wendy, the enlarged group of boys sets out to fight the “Injuns.” 
John Darling assumes command, by dint of his age, class, and, 
apparently, his glasses. The story of Peter Pan is set in the age of 
European colonialism, when white men assumed their superiority 
over darker peoples, which makes the satire that follows so acute. 
John tells his troops that a footprint they encounter belongs to an 
Algonquin—in reality, Pocahontas’s North American people— 
who, he pronounces authoritatively, are quite savage. Since the 
Indians are cunning but not intelligent, John proposes that the 
English boys surround their quarry. But as the camera pulls back, 
it becomes clear that it is the Indians who have in fact surrounded 
the Europeans and captured them, thereby turning the stereotype 
on its head. John, the pompous Englishman with his notions of 
superior Western civilization, is taken down a peg, much like the 
British redcoats in the Revolutionary War. 

The boys are taken to the Indian village, where John learns that 
this is part of the normal give-and-take of life in Neverland. Indi- 
ans capture boys, boys capture Indians. Everybody is eventually 
freed—except that this time the game has changed, and the cap- 
tives are in peril. The chief’s daughter, Tiger Lily, has been kid- 
napped by Captain Hook, in hopes of forcing from her the location 
of Peter’s hideout. She has been bound and set on a rock in the mid- 
dle of a cove where the tide is rising. The pirate warns her that she 
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will drown if she does not give Hook the information he wants. 
Apparently an expert on Native American theology, he cautions 
her, “There is no path through water to the Happy Hunting 
Grounds.” That is, she risks losing the afterlife in Indian heaven 
for her loyalty. She is resolute, and is shortly rescued by Peter and 
returned to her family. 

At the Indian village, almost every demeaning cliché about 
Native Americans is rolled out—peace pipe, drums, whooping, 
ridiculously fake sign language, pidgin English (the suffix um 
attached to every verb), women referred to as “squaws.” The 
braves are slightly stoop-shouldered, with big noses, wearing war 
paint, headbands, and feathers. Grateful for the safe return of his 
daughter, the heavyset, deep-voiced chief makes Peter a chief and 
pledges to “teach our paleface brother all about red man.” John 
Darling, now dressed like an Indian, muses that this should be an 
“enlightening” experience. He and the others ask what are, for 
them, obvious questions. What makes the red man red? When did 
he first say “ugh”? Why does he ask you “how”? The red com- 
plexion, the boys are told in a song-and-dance production number, 
comes from blushing when a brave kissed an Indian maiden “a 
million years ago.” “Ugh” comes from an ugly mother-in-law. 
And, they sing, you can learn a lot from asking “how?” Marc 
Davis, one of the Nine Old Men, admitted on the DVD commen- 
tary that the portrayal of the Indians in this segment might have 
been done differently in light of contemporary views of Native 
Americans. 

Throughout the film, Disney’s Peter is the object of affection by 
most of the females on the island: Wendy, Tinker Bell, a group of 
mermaids, and Tiger Lily, who dances for him and with him, and 
gives him a kiss that makes him blush and bowls him over. He 
enjoys the attention, but takes no more than an adolescent interest 
in any one of them—unlike his Greek namesake. Yet, like some 
modern twelve-year-old girls, the females evince varying degrees 
of petulant jealousy. Tinker Bell’s jealousy is most pronounced 
and most malignant. Captain Hook realizes how destructive such 
feelings can be, observing that “‘a jealous female can be tricked 
into anything.” So he has the tiny fairy snatched and brought to his 
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cabin, where he attempts to charm her with his sympathy. Wendy 
has come between her and Peter, Hook notes, taking the best years 
of Tinker Bell’s life—a turn on the classic complaint of abandoned 
wives—and casting her away like an old glove. The pirate offers a 
solution: He will kidnap Wendy and take her from the island, free- 
ing Peter from his “mad infatuation.” All that is necessary is for 
Tinker Bell to provide him with the location of the Lost Boys’ 
hideout. She agrees, in exchange for his promise not to harm Peter, 
a pledge he has no intention of keeping. When Tinker Bell agrees 
to the betrayal and gives him the information he wants, she is 
imprisoned. 

At the hideout, beneath Hangman’s Tree, Peter is baffled by 
Wendy’s disapproval. “Everyone else thinks I’m wonderful,” he 
says. Wendy diagnoses the Lost Boys’ problem: They need a 
mother. The boys want to know what a mother is, and Wendy first 
speaks and then sings them an answer, in the form of an explana- 
tion that becomes a lullaby. “A real mother,” she says, “is the most 
wonderful person in the world, the angel voice that bids you good- 
night and kisses your cheek.” As she sings, she takes away her 
brothers’ signs of undisciplined “savagery” by removing their war 
paint and discarding their feathers. Mothers provide a helping 
hand, Wendy says, and are a source of unconditional love, guiding 
you, whether you are right or wrong. In other words, a mother is a 
civilizing agent. 

Even the Lost Boys are listening, rapt, wiping away an occa- 
sional tear. How precious is a mother, Wendy asks? You might as 
well ask a star, she replies. Her worth? “Heaven on earth.” Mother, 
she says, is just another word for “divine.” At this, even Hook’s 
motley pirate crew, poised above the hideout to attack, listen wist- 
fully. In their own way, they too are Lost Boys. The attraction of 
the wild life on Neverland, once so attractive to the Darling broth- 
ers, instantly recedes as they recall their mother and their home. 
Reminded of what they left behind, Michael and John propose to 
return home and to bring the Lost Boys with them (an offer that is 
wholly unrealistic, knowing what we do about the Darling par- 
ents). Peter predicts disaster should they accept, and warns his fol- 
lowers that if they leave Neverland they will not be able to return. 
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Having lost the argument and been abandoned, Peter takes to his 
flute and his hammock. 

The young Darlings and the Lost Boys are taken prisoner by 
Hook and his men and brought to the pirate ship. They are offered 
a choice: Join the pirates for a life of crime or walk the plank. The 
boys clamor to sign up for service under the black flag, until 
Wendy stops and upbraids them, telling Hook on their behalf, “We 
will never join you.” Besides, she is confident that Peter will res- 
cue them. That won’t happen, Hook informs them, since he has left 
a gift-wrapped bomb for him. Hearing this, Tinker Bell is horrified 
at the consequences of her jealous act, and she flies to try to save 
Peter. Her betrayal is redeemed as she risks her life to save Peter, 
her love. Near death, Tinker Bell hears Peter tell her that she means 
more to him than anything in the world. 

Back at the pirate ship, Wendy is ever the resolute and princi- 
pled Englishwoman. She would rather die than join the pirates and, 
as the oldest in the group, is willing to be first to walk the plank. 
Bravely marching forward to certain death, she turns her eyes to 
heaven and steps off into the air—but there is no splash. Peter Pan 
has come to the rescue. Before their final duel, Peter tells Captain 
Hook to say his prayers—apparently even heartless villains should 
pray when they face death. 

Back in London, the Darling parents are returning home just as 
their children are arriving back at the nursery. Time has been com- 
pressed. Despite all that has happened in Neverland, only three 
hours have passed in London. Before the family is reunited, the 
dynamic between the husband and wife is made clear in a famil- 
iar way. Over the course of the evening, Mary has managed to 
reverse George’s earlier, angry edicts: Wendy may remain with 
her brothers in the nursery, and the dog Nana may return to the 
house. “I’m so glad you changed your mind,” Mary says sweetly. 
Her husband replies, “You know I never mean those things.” As 
the Darling family gathers in the nursery, Wendy announces that 
she is ready to grow up. “Allin good time,” her father says, recall- 
ing that what looks like a pirate ship sailing into the cloud seems 
vaguely familiar. 

“Peter Pan suggests the importance of faith, the need to see the 
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world with a child’s eyes,” wrote Susan Lochrie Graham in “Some 
Day My Prince Will Come: Images of Salvation in the Gospel 
according to St. Walt,” a paper delivered to a panel of the Ameri- 
can Academy of Religion meeting in Orlando in November 1998. 
But in this case, “the images of a boy rescuer from the sky who 
leads an unruly group of male followers parodies the biblical 
image of Jesus and his followers.” Rather, Peter Pan is simply an 
antiestablishment figure whose tale argues that “the delinquency 
of young people is a phase that must be rejected; those who refuse 
to do so are Lost Boys.” 

Here, in the amplification of what has come to be known as the 
“Peter Pan Syndrome,” the boy refuses to accept adulthood and 
domesticity. Graham argues further that Peter also rejects the 
notion that salvation is mutually dependent, that “one’s own sal- 
vation is intimately linked with the salvation of others.” Similarly, 
he wants no part of the traditional bargain in which adult male 
heroes are expected to rescue female heroines, providing them 
with a home and protection in return for a traditional family—that 
is, one in which the wife “indulgently mothers the husband as well 
as the children.” As much as he might like to, this is something 
Peter cannot give the Lost Boys. What is the alternative? Graham 
asks: “the Darling family, where George Darling has clearly given 
up the boyish fantasies of pirates and treasure, but has moved into 
a different fantasy of the wife who will mother him.” 

The Darlings, like many long-married couples through history, 
operate on what, in its modern incarnation, I like to call the “South- 
ern Baptist model.” That is, where the wife pretends to submit to 
her husband’s authority while effectively subverting it. In 1998, 
the Southern Baptist Convention voted to add to its denomina- 
tional statement of belief that wives should “graciously submit’ to 
their husbands. Ruth Graham, the wife of the world famous evan- 
gelist Billy Graham, retorted that, as a Presbyterian married to a 
Southern Baptist, “there’s a time to submit, and a time to outwit.” 

But Peter Pan or George Darling shouldn’t be the only two alter- 
natives for boys and young men to consider. The past three decades 
have seen the emergence of an egalitarian model of marriage that 
many have welcomed, as I do, although it is a development others 
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have found troubling or threatening. A man need not give up all his 
boyhood fantasies when he joins in a committed, lifelong partner- 
ship with another. This is the commentary I would provide any boy 
watching Peter Pan. I'd also add a short, simplified history lesson 
on why real Native Americans are nothing like those in Never- 
land—or maybe I’d just fast forward through the whole repulsive 
village sequence. 


Chapter Eleven 


Lady and the Tramp (1955): 
Mixed Marriage 


Ve or all its romance, adventure, and memorable music, Lady and 
the Tramp is a gritty fable about class, breeding, authority, immi- 
gration, and social mobility—and the making of modern America. 
This populist story is set in the early twentieth century, an era of 
lingering innocence and emerging technology. Gas lamps coexist 
with telephones, horse-drawn wagons with motorcars. European 
immigrants still speak with accents and still get along with one 
another. America is busy becoming the country it will be. Animals, 
mostly dogs, are at the center of this story, and the various breeds 
reflect the national and geographic stereotypes that were current— 
though at a somewhat later period—when the feature was made. 
So the Scottish terrier hoards his bones in the backyard. The South- 
ern bloodhound is slow-witted and often befuddled. The mournful 
Russian wolfhound quotes Maxim Gorki and makes jokes about 
red flags. The Siamese cats are “wily Orientals.” But it is the raff- 
ish Tramp, the thoroughly mixed “American breed” straight out of 
Damon Runyon, who stands at the center of the movie. The gray 
dog is jaunty, resourceful, and irrepressibly optimistic. Accord- 
ingly, the nineteenth-century Yankee humorist Josh Billings pro- 
vides the first words that appear on the screen: “In the whole 
- history of the world there is but one thing that money cannot buy 
_.. to wit, the wag of a dog’s tail.” This is followed by an adden- 
dum: “So it is to all dogs—be they Ladies or Tramps—that this 
picture is respectfully dedicated.” 

It is Christmas Eve, and snow is falling on a prosaic town. There 
are carolers in the neighborhood of large, two-story houses on spa- 
cious lots, with the camera featuring a lighted church on a nearby 
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hill. As often in Disney’s animated features, the words of the theme 
song set the groundwork for the plot. It is a Christmasy number, 
with references to an evening that is peaceful, joyful, and calm: 
“holy is the spirit of this night” and “love unending that shall not 
cease.” However, the words Jesus or Christmas are not heard. In 
one of these upper-middle-class homes, a couple opens a gift 
beneath the tree: a brown-on-brown, female cocker spaniel puppy 
they name Lady. The dog grows up pampered, but good natured. 
She chases off rats from the backyard and brings in the morning 
newspaper. Lady is also free to roam the Victorian neighborhood 
and spend time with her older friends, a Scottie named Jock and a 
bloodhound named Trusty. In the evening, she sits by the fire with 
her owners. “Jim Dear” says that the dog makes their life com- 
plete. His wife, “Darling,” agrees: “I can’t imagine anything could 
ever take her place in our hearts.” 

Across the tracks, literally, is another America. The dog Tramp, 
with no collar, snoozes in a barrel in a rail yard. He rouses himself, 
then drinks and washes from a water cistern. Tramp may be foot- 
loose and feral, as well as a freeloader, but he keeps clean and 
watches his diet—deciding to forgo begging at a French bakery 
because the fare is too starchy. He is both good-natured and clever, 
assuming a different identity at different businesses, ethnic restau- 
rants, and homes in order to be fed. After cadging a bone from 
Tony’s Restaurant, Tramp notices a sign of encroaching civiliza- 
tion: a notice posted by the dogcatcher that all unlicensed dogs are 
to be impounded. Undaunted and dismissive of authority, he 
unlocks the pound wagon in the street, freeing an English bulldog 
and Peg, a female of indeterminate breed whose tousled, blondish 
appearance and world-weary speech suggest a good-hearted 
floozy who has been around the block several times. 

Tramp ensures his friends’ escape by leading the dogcatcher on 
a wild chase, which takes the mutt to a tony part of town he calls 
“Snob Hill.” He surveys the territory with the class-conscious eye 
of a canine Woody Guthrie, the great American folksinger whose 
songs include “This Land Is Your Land.” Tramp observes that this 
is the kind of inhospitable neighborhood where there is a lid on 
every trashcan and a fence around every tree. That is, for outsiders 


Lady and the Tramp oa 


and underdogs like him, there is no food and no place to relieve 
himself. He wonders what the “leash and collar set” does for 
excitement. 

This is, of course, Lady’s neighborhood, where her daily life 
appears suddenly less idyllic than it has been—for a reason she 
cannot comprehend. When Jim Dear walks home from work at five 
o’clock, he seems to ignore her. Inside, Darling doesn’t want to 
walk her or play, preferring to sit in her rocking chair, knitting 
booties. It is left to Jock to explain to Lady what is about to hap- 
pen in the household, but before he can get through to her about 
“the birds and the bees” and “the stork,” Tramp arrives to give her 
a less varnished version about babies. However they get here, he 
tells her, they are home wreckers; Lady is destined to be pushed 
aside and to lose her place at center stage. Such low-class agitation 
is too much for the protective Jock, who tries to drive Tramp off, 
saying, “We’ve no need for mongrels and their radical ideas!” 
Tramp is undeterred and instantly (and overly) familiar, address- 
ing Lady as “Pigeon” or, simply, “Pidge.” He warns her that a 
human heart has only so much room for love and affection, and 
that when a baby moves in, a dog moves out. 

Tramp’s predictions are prophetic. Lady is moved from her cus- 
tomary sleeping place on her owners’ bed upstairs to a box down- 
stairs. She is perplexed by the inattention, as well as by her loss of 
status, but she is not jealous. When she is first permitted to look at 
the baby boy she smiles and wags her tail. But a short getaway for 
the new parents turns into a disaster for Lady. The babysitter, Aunt 
Sarah, brings her Siamese cats with her, and the Asian felines with 
slanted eyes and whiney voices are bent on mischief and destruc- 
tion. It is all Lady can do to save the pet fish and bird from their 
predations, an effort that leads to unintended mayhem in the living 
room. Aunt Sarah assumes the dog is to blame and takes her to the 
pet shop, where she is fitted with a muzzle. 

Lady breaks loose and flees the store, only to be pursued 
through the poor side of town by three vicious dogs. Tramp, 
though smaller and outnumbered, heroically drives off Lady’s pur- 
suers. “What are you doing on this side of the tracks?” he asks, 
without malice. After freeing her from her muzzle, Tramp gives 
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Lady a tour of his footloose and collar-free world of generous 
immigrant families willing to feed him. The ramble concludes 
with an elegant, romantic spaghetti dinner in the alley behind 
Tony’s. On a night “when the heavens are right,” the words of the 
song “Bella Notte” explain, enchantment will weave its magic 
spell. Sensing he is ona roll, Tramp extols his life of adventure and 
excitement, while disparaging “life on a leash.” Lady, the voice of 
practicality, wants to know who would watch over her owners’ 
baby if she joined Tramp’s world. 

Misadventure and darkness separate Lady from the Tramp, 
landing the spaniel in the pound. There the consequences of life 
outside human protection, without collars and licenses, are stark. 
After the dogs mournfully sing “There’s No Place Like Home,” 
one of their companions is led off to be euthanized. Lady, clearly 
out of place, is greeted by the other dogs as “Miss Park Avenue” 
and “debutante” and asked if she has landed in the lockup for 
“putting fleas on the butler.” Tramp’s female friend Peg sticks up 
for Lady, saying, “You’re too nice a girl to be in this place.” Sure 
enough, her collar and license provide her a “Get out of jail free” 
card, and the next morning she is returned home. But she is mor- 
tified by the experience, further banished and chained to a back- 
yard doghouse, inconsolable despite the best efforts of Jock and 
Trusty. 

Tramp arrives to apologize to Lady for their separation, asking 
how things are among the “kennel club set.” This prompts Jock to 
brand him a mongrel once again. Yet after Tramp risks his life and 
freedom by saving the baby from a rat that has invaded the nurs- 
ery, the pure-blooded terrier admits that he badly misjudged the 
mixed breed. But Tramp is mistaken for an intruder and turned 
over to the dogcatcher—saved only through the heroic efforts of 
the bloodhound Trusty. The matter is resolved by Christmas. Lady 
and Tramp—now with his own license and collar—are the parents 
of a litter of puppies. There are three females identical to Lady, and 
one mischievous, Tramp-like male. The savage is tamed, civilized, 
and domesticated. Tramp has joined the middle class. 

“Images suggesting the saving work of Christ shape the hero 
of Lady and the Tramp,” according to Susan Lochrie Graham in 
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“Some Day My Prince Will Come.” The mongrel “protects several 
characters from danger and releases them from bondage,” but, 
unlike Jesus, “he rescues rather than redeems them. . . . [T]his 
story, with multiple examples of release from bondage, suggests 
that true heroism requires not only the desire to help others in trou- 
ble, but the willingness to risk one’s own safety. But true freedom 
and love are not found out in the streets, or on the road in search 
of adventure; the best things in life are found in home, family, and 
order. .. . These pleasures, although they seem to have something 
in common with the virtues commended by the story of Jesus,” in 
fact hold up “the value of risky self-sacrifice by rewarding it.” 

I prefer a more earthbound interpretation of the movie. Tramp 
represents the best of what America is, or once thought it was— 
that is, the guy from across the tracks, poor but game, who is not 
intimidated by anyone. In fact, he has a healthy disdain for the 
privileged, the pureblooded, and the haughty. Yet, in the end, he no 
more holds the circumstances of their birth against them than he 
would have his own mixed blood held against him. In America, 
with luck, we can be what we make of ourselves. I think Walt Dis- 
ney saw a lot of Tramp in himself, and in that sense Tramp repre- 
sents Walt’s better angel. 


Chapter Twelve 


Sleeping Beauty (1959): Not in Death 


S leeping Beauty is yet another piece of evidence—if one is 
needed—in Disney’s case for one of its most enduring themes, 
namely, that true love conquers all: undiluted evil, class differ- 
ences, and medieval notions of marriage. It is also an undisguised, 
if oblique, argument for the eternal promise of resurrection, made 
in both Snow White and Pinocchio. In Sleeping Beauty’s opening 
theme, singers croon about finding love in a dream, while 
acknowledging that “visions are seldom all they seem.” The famil- 
iar, ornate storybook opens with both the text and the narrator 
explaining that long ago there lived a good king and queen who 
hoped for a child for many years until at last their “wish” was 
granted and a baby girl was born. To celebrate the momentous 
event, the royal couple invites all in the kingdom, “of both high 
and low estate,” to the celebration. King Stefan invites his friend 
from the adjoining realm, King Hubert, whose young son, Phillip, 
is betrothed to the infant princess, Aurora. Three good fairies, 
older women (perhaps the counterparts of wise men), arrive with 
their gifts for the blessed princess. Each of these gifts is illustrated 
by a moving constellation of stars. The first gift, of course (this 
being Disney), is beauty. The second is the gift of song. But before 
the third can be announced, the evil witch Maleficent arrives unin- 
vited. Green-skinned and dressed in black, she wears a cowl shaped 
into demonic horns. She tells the terrified king and queen that she 
is insulted by her exclusion, especially in light of the fact that even 
the “rabble” has been included in the festivities. Maleficent’s dis- 
dain for the feudal lords is based on their benevolent regard for their 
subjects, regardless of status, a characteristic that leads viewers to 
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identify with them. The witch’s “gift” for Princess Aurora is that, 
on her sixteenth birthday, she will prick her finger on the spindle of 
a spinning wheel and die. As the curse is pronounced, the image on 
the screen is the body of a young woman, laid out on a slab in the 
dark, illuminated by a shaft of light from above. 

The third fairy, her gift undelivered, tells the distraught king and 
queen that she cannot undo the witch’s curse. However, she can 
ameliorate it. “Not in death, but just in sleep,” the good fairy pro- 
nounces, “the fitful prophecy you’ll keep. And from this slumber 
you shall awake, when true love’s kiss the spell shall break.” True 
love, the singers emphasize, conquers all. But in the meantime, 
evil must be combated. The three good fairies agree that the king’s 
order to destroy all the spinning wheels in the kingdom is a futile 
gesture. What can be done about Maleficent? Reason with her, one 
suggests. After all, the witch can’t be all bad. Oh yes she can, 
replies another fairy; this witch knows nothing of love, kindness, 
or the joy of helping others. Some evil is irredeemable, but the 
good fairies are limited in what they can do, since their magic can 
only do good. Turning Aurora into a flower would be as ineffec- 
tive as burning the spinning wheels. 

The trio finally hatches a plan to save the princess, albeit at con- 
siderable cost to her parents. The fairies decide to give up their 
magic powers and raise the child as mortals in a peasant cottage 
deep in the forest, spiriting the baby from the castle in the dark of 
night. For the king and queen, sad and lonely years follow, 
although they know the reason for their sacrifice. Maleficent, in 
her evil domain, rages with frustration as her prophecy goes unful- 
filled. She berates her beastly soldiers for their inability to find 
Aurora. In the woods, the princess grows into a beautiful, blond 
young woman with a melodious voice and a sweet disposition, 
happily cleaning the house in which she is raised. On the eve of 
her sixteenth birthday, the three peasant women want to prepare a 
surprise party for their charge, so they send the girl off to pick 
berries. Like modern parents approaching high school graduation, 
the fairies are wistful. “Why did this day have to come?” asks one. 

In the woods, another kind of magic spell is being woven. 
Aurora is singing with the birds and other woodland creatures, 
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telling them about a dream she has had again and again in which a 
handsome prince appears. Phillip, the real prince, riding a white 
horse, hears the singing but, while trying to locate its source, falls 
from his mount. Aurora sings, “If you dream a thing more than 
once, it’s sure to come true.” The young man and woman meet and, 
of course, he appears to be the man of her dreams. Aurora admits, 
“T’m really not supposed to speak to strangers—but we’ve met 
before.” Neither knows that the other is both a royal and their own 
betrothed. So when they dance and fall in love, it is a love match 
of independent choice—reinforcing the American paradigm of 
marriage. Still, the princess modestly flees the prince, saying that 
if he is indeed the man of her dreams, he should come to meet her 
that evening at her house. 

Things are beginning to unravel at the cottage and the castle. A 
spat among the fairies has revealed Aurora’s presence to Malefi- 
cent, and the three good fairies inform the princess that she has 
been promised in marriage to another. The girl is first reduced to 
tears by the news, and is then drawn away by the evil witch. At her 
parents’ castle, where preparations are beginning for Aurora’s six- 
teenth birthday and her arranged marriage to the young prince, 
King Hubert is trying to give his bad news to King Stefan. But 
before he can reveal that his young son has fallen in love with a 
peasant girl he met in the forest, Aurora meets her fate. Mesmer- 
ized by a mysterious green light, the princess pricks her finger on 
a spindle and falls into a deadly sleep. All the efforts of the fairies 
and the sacrifice of her parents are for nothing. Maleficent is not 
surprised. She cannot be defeated. “Me? The mistress of all evil?” 

This turn of events requires a new plan, the fairies agree, espe- 
cially after they learn that the boy Aurora met in the forest was her 
intended prince. Needing some time, they put everyone in the cas- 
tle to sleep—iiterally, a case of suspended animation. Meanwhile, 
at their cottage in the woods, the smitten prince is captured by 
Maleficent’s minions and taken to her dungeon. ‘“‘Why so melan- 
choly?” the witch asks him, taking a sly page from other Disney 
fairy tales. “A wondrous future lies before you—you, the destined 
hero of a charming fairy tale come true.” She tortures him with the 
image of his beloved “in ageless sleep.” The prince will be an old 
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man by the time he is finally freed from Maleficent’s castle to wake 
Aurora with his kiss. Yes, the witch says with a sarcastic laugh, 
true love conquers all. 

The three fairies come to the rescue, freeing the prince and arm- 
ing him with an enchanted shield of virtue and a mighty sword of 
truth. These weapons of righteousness that will enable him to tri- 
umph over evil are also heavy with symbolism: The sword looks 
like a cross, and it glows. The long shield is emblazoned by 
another large, raised cross. In this scene, my Orlando Sentinel col- 
league Mark Andrews sees a parallel with Ephesians 6, where the 
apostle Paul urges Christians to “take up the whole armor of God, 
so that you may be able to withstand on that evil day” against “the 
spiritual forces of evil.” Later in the chapter, they are called on to 
don “the breastplate of righteousness” and to take up “the shield of 
faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows 
of the evil one.” Notwithstanding these weapons, it is magic that 
helps cover Phillip’s escape from the witch’s castle. 

The fairies turn boulders hurled at him into bubbles, and arrows 
into flowers. Maleficent hurls lightning bolts, which the prince 
fends off by his sanctified shield. In the climax, the witch trans- 
forms herself into a fire-breathing dragon, warning the prince that 
now he will have to contend with “all the powers of hell.” What 
follows is a literal and instantly recognizable reenactment of the 
battle between St. George and the dragon. Repeatedly, the shield 
and its cross protect the prince, even after he is thrown from his 
horse. When he loses his shield, the fairies chant, “O sword of truth 
fly swift and sure, that evil die and good endure.” The prince hurls 
the sword and strikes the dragon’s heart. With Maleficent gone, the 
young man seeks out his beloved and kisses her. She wakes and, 
yes, they live happily ever after. 

This is the third—and, thankfully, the final—time Disney made 
what is essentially the same movie. Snow White, Cinderella, and 
Sleeping Beauty are all archetypal female rescue fantasies with 
essentially passive heroines. Each girl is particularly skilled at 
house cleaning, often with the assistance of small animals. In 
Sleeping Beauty, magic is the moving force, for both good and evil, 
although Christian imagery and symbolism appear at critical 
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moments. Since the heroine’s fate at the hands of Maleficent is in 
no way altered by her stay in the forest, the girl’s sixteen years lost 
to her parents are wasted years. Aurora, the morning star, is raised 
from her death-like sleep by true love’s kiss. For Disney, this is the 
final time the classic resurrection motif will be used. 


Chapter Thirteen 


101 Dalmatians (1961): 
Black and White 


Tt animal rights activists ever wished for a movie that would help 
enlist generations of children to their cause, /0/ Dalmatians is it. 
A woman whose first name literally embodies cruelty, and whose 
last name forms the word devil, wants to kill innocent little animals 
and turn their hides into fur coats. Although it prefigured the orga- 
nization by decades, this movie did for People for the Ethical 
Treatment of Animals (PETA) what Bambi did for gun control. 

The story takes place in London, “not so very long ago,” 
according to the narrator, a male Dalmatian named Pongo. In ter- 
minology PETA supporters would love, Pongo refers to his 
owner, an unmarried composer named Roger, as his “pet.” Pongo 
surveys the cluttered bachelor pad, just off Regent’s Park, and 
decides that what Roger needs is a mate—with a dog. After sur- 
veying the field from his upstairs window, Pongo discards a num- 
ber of candidate pairs of owners and dogs (all of whom resemble 
each other) as too intellectual, too stodgy, too fancy, too old, or 
too young. Finally, he spots a female Dalmatian he declares to be 
the most beautiful creature on four legs. Fortunately, her “pet” is 
an equally attractive woman. “I’d never find another pair like that, 
not if I’d looked for a hundred years,” Pongo says. The Dalmat- 
_ ian, in life a breed not noted for its intelligence, contrives to have 
the four parties “meet cute” in the park that afternoon. Six months 
later, Roger and Anita are seen holding hands beneath a stained 
glass window, where a Church of England vicar is presiding at 
their wedding. Outside the church, Pongo and the female Dalma- 
tian, Perdita, consider themselves mated as well, and they are 
soon expecting a litter of puppies. 


Tis 
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Ensconced in their new digs, the family receives a visit from 
one of Anita’s school friends, Cruella De Vil. Unmarried, witty, 
and worldly, she immediately sets off the alarm of the canine cou- 
ple, who refer to her as “that devil woman.” Not yet an obvious 
harridan (stay tuned), Cruella blows into the house like a tornado, 
sporting a luxurious, white fur coat. This new purchase, Cruella 
tells Anita, represents “my only true love. I live for furs. I worship 
furs. Is there a woman in all this world who doesn’t?” She is a love- 
less woman and a materialist, all in one villainous package. Anita 
acknowledges that she too would like to have a fur coat, but there 
are other things with a higher priority. Cruella asks when the pup- 
pies are due, and admires a picture of Pongo and Perdita. Her cig- 
arette smoke wreathes the frame in a patchwork pattern of pelts 
that is a harbinger of what Cruella hopes will be the future. She 
comments, admiringly, “Such perfectly beautiful coats.” Roger, 
like the dogs, is no fan of Cruella. He senses the evil and writes a 
song with her name in the title, with lyrics that compare her to the 
devil, a vampire bat, and an inhuman beast. Perdita calls her a 
witch, and wonders what she wants with her puppies. During a late 
night thunderstorm, fifteen puppies are born, welcomed with much 
joy. Cruella comes to buy them, but she is rebuffed, and when she 
is, She declares herself finished with Anita and Roger and vows to 
get even with them. 

101 Dalmatians “offered a defense of family virtue under threat 
from an evil, greedy villainess,” according to Steven Watts, in The 
Magic Kingdom. William McReynolds, in his paper, “Walt Disney 
in the America Grain,” saw something deeper in the character. 
“Representing ultimate depravity, Cruella bears a foreign name 
and is meant to be a threat to homely American virtues, such as 
innocence and good-heartedness. A dissipated member of the Jet 
Set, with her Tallulah Bankhead voice and her death-skull’s head, 
she is out to disrupt wholesome family life. Her meaning is unmis- 
takable, since she wears a seductive low-necked black dress and 
carries a big cigarette holder.” 

The new family is a happy one, made even more content by the 
presence of a black and white television set. For Disney, this is a 
fascinating acknowledgment of an emerging competitor for its ani- 
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mated features. The puppies and their parents are nearly mesmer- 
ized by the new entertainment medium, watching intently a West- 
ern starring a dog, an Alsatian obviously patterned after the 1950s 
live action hit, “Rin Tin Tin.” In an inside joke, the young dogs 
analyze the action and predict the outcome of the episode, and dis- 
cuss among themselves how their actions should emulate that of 
the show’s heroic star. Later, while the human couple is walking 
the canine parents, two dim-witted thugs hired by Cruella break 
into the house, terrorize the nanny and make off with the puppies. 

Roger and Anita are devastated by the loss, which generates 
tabloid headlines. They contact Scotland Yard for help, but there 
are no leads. Even Cruella calls, feigning concern. Pongo and his 
friends decide that in the face of human failure it is up to the dogs 
to find their own. “The humans have tried everything,” says a 
Great Dane. “Now it’s up to us dogs.” This self-reliance entails an 
“all dogs alert,’ communicated through the “midnight bark” net- 
work, in which the message is passed along each evening from dog 
to dog, throughout London and beyond. The puppies are located in 
the countryside by a brave but befuddled English sheepdog—a 
retired British army colonel—in the old De Vil manor house, “Hell 
Hall.” Although down at the heels and believed to be “bewitched,” 
it is where Cruella’s two thugs have brought the fifteen puppies 
and eighty-four other Dalmatian puppies purchased from pet 
stores. Plaster falls from the ceiling at the least disturbance, but 
here too there is a functioning TV set. The missing puppies are 
watching Flowers and Trees, a 1932 Disney cartoon (the first in 
Technicolor) that earned the studio its first Academy Award. Later, 
the two thugs are watching a quiz show called “What’s My 
Crime?” patterned after the contemporary hit “What’s My Line?” 
hosted by John Charles Daley. Like the puppies, the two malefac- 
tors are hypnotized by the television, making it almost impossible 
for them to respond to Cruella when she arrives to give them 
orders. She wants them to kill all the puppies, any way they 
choose, and then skin them for use as fur coats. One thug responds 
by asking if she has no pity, but he soon makes plain that the pity 
he asks for has nothing to do with mercy for the puppies. He sim- 
ply wants to wait until the show he is engrossed in is over— 
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another subtle commentary on the growing hold of television on 
Western minds. 

The puppies—the kidnapped and the purchased—are rescued, 
and, led by Pongo and Perdita, they begin a long trek back to Lon- 
don. Along the way, other dogs and animals, from a Labrador 
retriever to a barn full of milk cows, help them through the snowy 
countryside. Frustrated by her loss, Cruella completes her standard 
Disney transformation from threatening but subdued woman into 
an enraged harridan, and gives chase. Sequences that are equal 
parts frantic and antic ensue, until Cruella and her hirelings are left 
behind and all of the dogs make their way back to Roger and Anita, 
who are celebrating Christmas around the tree. Roger’s song about 
Cruella has become his first hit, providing the couple with enough 
money to adopt all the dogs and establish them on a “Dalmatian 
plantation.” 


This is another dog lover’s movie, following in the paw prints 
of Lady and the Tramp. Once again the four-footed beings are 
smarter than the two-footed ones. But in the earlier film, there were 
bad dogs as well as good dogs, nasty cats and murderous rats. In 
101 Dalmatians, the embodiment of evil is human—and female. 
While Cruella’s sin is covetousness, what makes her grotesque is 
that she wants to treat pets as if they were wild animals, or domes- 
ticated creatures raised for consumption. Anita would never be 
accepted by PETA because she admits she too would like a fur 
coat, but not one made from lovable pets. Presumably, by the 
movie’s end she has enough money to afford one. 

One of the messages of the movie, released at the dawn of the 
1960s, seems to be that an independent woman with no apparent 
desire to marry and settle down is probably both bad and crazy. 
Cruella represents an alternative role for women in society, a role 
that at that time was still a caricature. 


Chapter Fourteen 


The Sword and the Stone (1963): 
Knowledge Is King 


While most dramatic interpretations of T. H. White’s The Once 
and Future King (the popular and durable version of the legend of 
King Arthur, Camelot, and the Round Table) focus on chivalry and 
combat, Disney’s film chooses the first volume of the quartet, The 
Sword and the Stone, in order to focus on learning. In this way the 
movie becomes more of a children’s story, emphasizing study, 
knowledge, and wisdom as the route to nobility and civilization. 
But dramatically, it is more of a lesson than a story. In a promo- 
tional short accompanying the video of The Sword and the Stone, 
composer Richard Sherman explains that there is a “magic key to 
the entire picture.” He sings from a song written with his brother, 
Robert, but cut from the final production: “A noggin full of knowl- 
edge is the magic key.” The reason for this approach to the story 
may have been strictly commercial. Or it may have had something 
to do with the lingering effect of the 1957 launch of the Soviet 
space satellite Sputnik, which provoked a drive for American edu- 
cation to catch up with its Cold War rival. 

At the time of The Sword and the Stone, the storybook and nar- 
rator explain, England was living through a dark age and a time of 
Darwinian strife. There was no king on the throne to provide order 
. and justice, so the strong preyed on the weak. Only the promise of 
a miracle—signaled by a shaft of heavenly light in a London 
churchyard—could save the day. A king and savior would one day 
remove a sacred sword driven through an anvil and into the stone. 
Many had tried, but all failed, demonstrating that the miracle had 
not yet happened. In the forest, the magician Merlin, who can 
see into the future, grumbles over the absence of plumbing and 
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electricity. The wizard, soothsayer, and prognosticator knows that 
very important company is coming. Sure enough, young Arthur, a 
scrawny, eleven-year-old orphan, stumbles into Merlin’s cottage, 
where he is invited for tea. Before much conversation passes 
between them, the old magician tells the illiterate lad, “You can’t 
grow up without an education.” : 

The boy explains that he has responsibilities at Sir Ector’s cas- 
tle, so Merlin proposes to pack up and follow him in order to be 
his tutor. Gathering up the cottage, even with the help of magic, 
provides another opportunity to press home the movie’s primary 
lesson. “Books first,” the wizard tells Arthur. Why? Study is 
important, he explains as the books sort themselves in the air and 
fly into a carpetbag, followed by everything else in the dwelling. 
Lest the boy get the wrong idea from the demonstration, Merlin 
tells him, “Don’t you get any foolish ideas that magic will solve 
all your problems, because it won’t.” The problem with the period 
they are living in, the wizard says, is that the world is “all muscle 
and no mentality.” Arthur is uncertain how to reply, since he has 
little to offer in either category. The real- power, Merlin insists, is 
in higher learning: “Even in these backward, medieval times, you 
have to know where you are going.” The magician orders a full 
course of study, beginning the next day, at Sir Ector’s castle. 

Merlin introduces himself to the lord of the manor as the world’s 
most powerful wizard, causing Sir Ector to inquire fearfully 
whether he indulges in black magic. Not at all, Merlin assures him. 
“My magic is used mainly for educated purposes.” Exhibit A to 
illustrate the magician’s view of feudalism and the present world 
order is Sir Ector’s son and heir, a dim-witted, muscle-bound lout 
named Kay. It is Kay who will go to London for a jousting tour- 
nament to determine England’s next king—naturally, a trial of 
strength. Sir Ector proclaims that jousting is a science. Merlin 
retorts that it is nothing more than “one dummy trying to knock off 
another dummy with a bit of a stick.” Even so, Merlin tells Arthur, 
it would be cheating to use magic to win in a tournament. 

Entranced by the idea of slaying dragons and griffins, the boy is 
not yet sold on his mentor’s dedication to knowledge. Merlin, hav- 
ing made no headway with traditional learning, proceeds with 
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some magical life lessons. He turns Arthur into small creatures: a 
fish, a squirrel, and a bird. Through each experience, the magician 
iries to show the boy how to use his wits to succeed against larger 
opponents. At one point, Merlin sings, “The strong will try to con- 
quer you, and that is what you must expect—unless you use your 
intellect.” But between these experiences, Arthur also has a day 
job. He feels a responsibility for his kitchen cleaning duties at the 
castle, where Sir Ector took him in. Like his female counterparts 
in earlier Disney films, the boy does not bemoan his lot, and sings 
while he scrubs and cleans. He even manages to turn the tables on 
Merlin and teach him about responsibility. 

Impatient to move on to the next life lesson, the wizard tells 
Arthur he will use magic to finish the boy’s chores. The boy 
reminds Merlin of his earlier caveats, that this is the very kind of 
intervention that sorcery should not be used for. “J’m supposed to 
do it,’ Arthur says. No one will know the difference, Merlin 
assures him: “Who cares, as long as the work gets done?” But 
when the pair returns from the woods, where Arthur—as a squir- 
rel—gets a taste of animal attraction, they learn just what can go 
wrong when such bad choices are made. In a reprise of Mickey 
Mouse’s experience in Fantasia’s “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” seg- 
ment, the magic has gotten out of hand and tured the kitchen into 
chaos. Sir Ector is furious, denouncing Merlin and asserting his 
authority in his home and castle. “I’ll decide what’s right and 
wrong around here!” he thunders, calling Merlin an “old devil.” 
Although his mentor was in the wrong in this instance, Arthur 
comes to Merlin’s defense. “Just because you can’t understand 
something, it doesn’t mean it’s wrong,” the boy says, bursting into 
tears. Sir Ector can be a petty tyrant, Arthur snaps: “You make all 
the rules, and nobody can say anything.” 

Merlin returns to his primary theme: Arthur needs an education. 
The plan is for the boy to begin with formal lessons, learning to 
read with the help of the wizard’s owl, Archimedes. But formal 
education—perhaps because it is not very cinematic or very inter- 
esting to children—gives way to another lesson from nature, as 
Arthur becomes a bird and escapes his studies. This time, however, 
the adversary he encounters in the woods is an evil but daffy witch, 


86 The Gospel according to Disney 


and he cannot save himself. Merlin risks his life in a successful bat- 
tle with the crone, only by dint of his own knowledge and study. 
The wizard tells Arthur that the effort was worth it, if the boy can 
see the power that knowledge conveys. While he agrees, it doesn’t 
take long for the prospect of action to turn his young head once 
again. 

As the snow falls, Sir Ector taps Arthur to be squire for his son 
Kay, now Sir Kay, in the grand tournament in London to determine 
England’s new king. Arthur proudly shows off his new clothes, but 
Merlin only harrumphs, “A fine monkey suit for polishing boots.” 
He should be using his brains instead of acting as Kay’s stooge. 
The boy is crushed by the wizard’s disapproval. “What do you 
want me to be? I’m a nobody.” He is much more than a nobody, as 
he soon learns. At the tournament, Sir Kay needs his sword, which 
has been left behind in their room. Arthur rushes back, but finds 
the inn locked. He spies the sword embedded in the stone in the 
nearby churchyard, and as he attempts to pull it out he is bathed in 
a heavenly light, as a choir sings. The sword is clearly enchanted, 
since the celestial light fades when Arthur lets go of the hilt and 
returns when he grabs it again. 

Arthur removes the sword and takes it to the tournament ground 
for Sir Kay. But the glowing sword and the fabled inscription can- 
not be ignored. The crowd rushes to the churchyard to verify that 
it is the sword that identifies the new king. Both Sir Ector and Sir 
Kay try to claim the crown for themselves, but when the sword is 
replaced, they cannot remove it. Arthur is given a chance and, 
under a shower of starry snowflakes, pulls it from the stone. A 
voice shouts, “It’s a miracle, ordained by heaven. This boy is our 
king!” The narrator affirms, “So at last the miracle had come to 
pass in that far off time upon New Year’s Day.” 

Arthur is not so sure: “I can’t be a king. . . . I don’t know any- 
thing about ruling a country.” That statement speaks to the film’s 
great weakness. Drama succeeds best when characters are trans- 
formed by the action around them. This is especially true of chil- 
dren’s literature and nowhere more true than in Disney’s animated 
features. Yet for-all of Merlin’s hectoring and cajoling, Arthur is 
never transformed by knowledge or wisdom. He is a question- 
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ing—if not querulous—boy when the movie begins, and not much 
different when it ends. There are occasional hints of his sense of 
what is right, but older viewers who know the story of King Arthur 
are forced to supply their own outcomes. Children who don’t know 
about the monarch and his round table are likely to be left won- 
dering why this boy is so special. 


Chapter Fifteen 


The Jungle Book (1967): 
Nature and Nurture 


Rudyard Kipling was the poet laureate of British imperialism and 
herald of “the white man’s burden,” the patronizing, racist notion 
that Europeans and North Americans had the obligation to colo- 
nize and “civilize” darker people around the world. Yet he sin- 
cerely loved the Indian subcontinent and those, like him, who lived 
there. Kipling’s Jungle Book was the last animated feature Walt 
Disney himself was involved in, and that influence is obvious, 
according to his nephew Roy. “It is because he was there almost to 
the very end of it. [He] certainly influenced everything about it,” 
the younger Disney said ina DVD commentary included with Jun- 
gle Book 2. “It has a kind of milestone quality to it in our own 
memories and our own history. With Jungle Book, he obviously 
got hooked on the jungle and the characters that lived there.” 
When Walt put his hand to The Jungle Book, most of Kipling’s 
patronizing tone was excised. Inspired by the Mowgli stories, the 
movie begins with a shot of a village of thatched-roof houses on 
the edge of a jungle, as slightly ominous music of indeterminate, 
Eastern origin plays. The tone of the music lightens as the scene 
shifts into the tropical forest, with shots of ancient stone ruins. 
Bagheera, the panther and narrator, recalls how a baby’s cries and 
laughter drew him to a riverbank and wrecked wooden boat. The 
infant is safe in a basket, like Moses. With his parents obviously 
dead, “man cub’s” chances for survival in the jungle are nil. As 
Bagheera notes, the nearest village is days away and, “without a 
mother’s care, he would soon perish.” Still, the panther’s first 
impulse is to walk away and let nature take its course. However, 
this depicting a Disney view of nature, Bagheera rescues the baby 
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and deposits the basket in front of a den of nursing wolves, some- 
how confident that these are not predators that would make a quick 
meal of the young offering. “I knew there would be no problem 
with the mother, thanks to the maternal instinct,” the panther says. 
The wolf father presents a different issue, given the baby’s obvi- 
ously different parentage, but the mother wordlessly convinces the 
father to accept the new addition. All adjourn to the den, where any 
cross-species suckling takes place discreetly offscreen, as with the 
mythical Romulus and Remus. 

Ten years pass, and Mowgli has adjusted well to the jungle. He 
is gentle and sweet natured, nothing like what the scientific litera- 
ture indicates about various children raised in the wild. He is also 
brown, with vaguely Asian features. There is no explanation for 
why he now walks upright rather than on all fours like his canine 
brothers and sisters, why he wears a loincloth, or who cuts his hair. 
“No man cub was ever happier,” Bagheera says with a shrug, “yet 
I knew that someday he would have to go back to his own kind.” 
That day—or night—arrives with a meeting of the wolf pack. 
Although led by an elder, it is evidently a consensus democracy. 
The elder explains that the feared tiger, Shere Khan, has been seen 
in the area. A hater of all things human, the big cat will surely kill 
Mowgli and, more to the point, all who try to protect him. The 
wolves nod unanimously in agreement, and the decision is ratified. 
The good of the group, even in Disney’s version of nature, must 
prevail. Only the unpleasant duty of informing Mowsgli’s adopted 
father remains. The wolf objects to the council’s decision, which 
is effective immediately. Mowgli is “like my own son,” the wolf 
insists, and the boy cannot survive alone in the jungle. Alas, he is 
told, “the strength of the pack is no match for the tiger.” 

Again, it is Bagheera who comes to the rescue. The panther 
decides to escort the boy to the nearest village, where he will be 
safe. As Mowgli rides Bagheera, the panther explains why the boy 
must leave the jungle. Shere Khan has sworn to kill him because 
the tiger “hates man,” and the big cat will not permit Mowgli to 
grow into “just another hunter with a gun”—by now a familiar 
Disney motif. In this sense, given the history of tigers on the Indian 
subcontinent, Shere Khan is acting rationally and without any evil 
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intent. But Mowgli says he wants to explain to the tiger that, hav- 
ing grown up in the jungle among animals, he is without predatory 
human nature and thus will act differently. No one explains any- 
thing to Shere Khan, the panther retorts, which likely accounts for 
the fact that the tiger is still alive. Under the circumstances, 
Mowgli wouldn’t last a day in the jungle, Bagheera says. Yet 
Mowgli does not want to leave the jungle, danger notwithstanding. 

A tiger is not Mowgli’s only foe in the jungle. Kaa, a boa con- 
strictor with a hypnotic stare, is kept from consuming the boy by 
Bagheera’s timely intervention. Mowgli is undeterred by the 
brush with extinction, and his stubborn resistance to leaving the 
jungle provokes the panther to stalk off, telling the boy that he is 
on his own. Naturally, Mowgli falls into bad company, in the per- 
son of a large, amiable bear named Baloo. (What a large, furry 
bear is doing in the tropical jungle is not explained.) Baloo takes 
to the boy and, in the interests of self-preservation, decides that 
what Mowgli needs is fighting lessons. These include learning to 
roar fiercely, an exercise that brings Bagheera running. Since 
Baloo is voiced by the white, Southern actor Phil Harris, it might 
not have been surprising to original viewers that the panther 
describes the bear as “a shiftless, stupid, jungle bum.” If the char- 
acter had been voiced by a black actor in 1967, such a description 
would never have been acceptable; a lazy, white Southerner was 
still an acceptable stereotype. The laid-back, good-natured bear 
supports Mowgli’s determination to avoid the village. ‘““They’ll 
ruin him,” Baloo says, by making a man of him. When Bagheera 
asks the bear how Mowgli will survive the tiger, Baloo pledges to 
“learn him all he needs to know.” After all, the bear boasts, “he’s 
with me, ain’t he?” Baloo explains his laissez-faire philosophy in 
a song: “Don’t spend your time looking around for something you 
want—that can’t be found.” Nature is abundant, providing all 
manner of food with little effort. Learned behavior is fine. If you 
hurt your paw on a prickly pear, beware, and don’t do it again. 
Relax, and don’t work too hard. Bagheera is again frustrated, and 
abandons Mowsgli once more, with the hope the boy can survive 
with such a slacker. 

“Racial stereotypes in particular organize certain key charac- 
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ters, including Baloo, the scat-singing, bebop bear,” according to 
Susan Miller and Greg Rode, in From Mouse to Mermaid. “This 
racial stereotyping .. . finds its fullest expression in a scene in King 
Louie’s Jungle kingdom, the decaying abandoned remains of some 
now extinct, supposedly ‘primitive’ culture.” Captured by mon- 
keys and chimps, Mowgli now meets a role model even more prob- 
lematic than Baloo. In a nod to Darwin, the king greets the boy 
with an outstretched hand, saying, “Shake, cousin.” Louie explains 
to Mowgli that his goal is the opposite of the boy’s. “I want to be 
a man, I want to be like you,” the orangutan sings in a jazzy pro- 
duction number. “An ape like me can learn to be human, too.” 
Louie believes the key to humanity is the ability to make fire, an 
arguable point. Baloo and Bagheera team up to rescue Mowgli 
before the fire-making skill can be transferred, but not before the 
battle with the apes further destroys the ruins. 

The portrayal of King Louie and the monkeys, appearing at the 
height of the American civil rights movement and a time of fiery 
urban unrest, was troubling to some theatergoers and academics, 
a controversy that persists. In the turbulent 1960s, when tradi- 
tional values were under assault, many Americans looked to Walt 
Disney for support, Richard Schickel wrote in The Disney Ver- 
sion. “The confused middle class expect him not merely to cater 
to their values but to articulate them as well,” he wrote. Coming 
in 1967, “after years of the civil rights movement, the scene in the 
Jungle Book is at worst a display of retrograde racist rhetoric 
coded as a children’s tale, or at best, an insensitive throwback to 
earlier standard cartoon stereotypes,” wrote Alex Wainer, in the 
spring 1994 issue of Sync: The Regent Journal of Film and Video. 
King Louie’s part was voiced by Louis Prima, an Italian Ameri- 
can from New Orleans, but to some his voice sounded “black.” 
The Orlando Sentinel’s film critic Jay Boyar agreed that the pri- 
mates could be perceived as representing African Americans ina 
time of turmoil, but he saw no racism in the portrayal. Rather, he 
saw King Louie voicing the aspiration of his species to be 
accepted as equals. While some might disagree, I think that in the 
current environment, a child watching The Jungle Book is 
unlikely to assume a racial dimension. 


O2 The Gospel according to Disney 


After Mowgli’s escape, Baloo declares that he wants to adopt 
the boy. The panther is certain this is a bad idea; the boy must 
return to his own kind. “You wouldn’t marry a panther, would 
you?” he asks, using another familiar construction from the civil 
rights era. Bagheera also understands that the bear’s lackadaisical 
approach can be fatal in the wild. “Can’t a guy make a mistake?” 
the bear asks. “Not in the jungle,” the panther says. Baloo has no 
conception of the threat posed by Shere Khan. “He hates man with 
a vengeance,” Bagheera says, “because he fears man’s gun and 
man’s fire.’ Mowgli can’t protect himself, the panther argues, and 
as long as he remains with the bear the boy is in danger. Baloo says 
he loves Mowgli as if he were “my very own cub.” 

Bagheera stalks off again, unable to compete with the bear for 
the boy’s affection—reminiscent of a child who prefers the com- 
pany of an indulgent uncle or grandmother to that of a stern but 
loving parent. But even Baloo understands that the panther is right 
about what is best for Mowgli, and, in his own stumbling way, 
breaks the news that he must go to the village. Betrayed, the boy 
runs away, into the forest, not far from where Shere Khan has his 
eye on a young deer. Mowgli, distressed by his predicament, finds 
himself in the company of four vultures, who are similar in some 
ways to the crows in Dumbo. But, this being the 1960s, the vul- 
tures have English accents and sound like the Beatles. They ask the 
boy if he is sad because, like them, he has no friends or parents. 
Mowsgli says that no one wants him around, and the vultures com- 
miserate. They have hearts and feelings too, and they know what 
that feeling is like; creatures don’t like it when they show up, for 
obvious (if unstated) reasons. 

Finally, Shere Khan confronts Mowgli, who bravely refuses to 
back down. With the help of his friends Bagheera and Baloo, and 
his own quick wits, the boy drives the tiger off. But Baloo appears 
to have died in the battle, and Mowgli is shattered. The panther, 
without citing the source, consoles the boy, saying, “Greater love 
hath no one than he who lays down his life for his friend,” as organ 
music plays in the background. The words are from Jesus, in John 
15:13, another rare instance of Scripture citation in one of Disney’s 
animated features. As Bagheera goes on to say that the memory of 
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Baloo’s sacrifice and bravery will make the spot a hallowed place, 
the bear revives, and asks him not to stop such a beautiful eulogy. 
Although Shere Khan is gone, the issue of where Mowgli belongs 
still must be resolved. The two animals and the boy make it to the 
river at the edge of the jungle, where a young girl about Mowgli’s 
age is filling a jug with water. We see that she is Hindu, from the 
red dot called a bindi on her forehead, and she sings a song about 
domesticity. Mowgli is curious and creeps toward the bank, 
attracting the girl’s attention. He is smitten, and he follows her as 
she sashays up the dock toward her home—another classic Disney 
case of “twitterpation.” Although Baloo begs him not to succumb, 
Mowgli just gives that familiar Disney shrug and goofy grin that 
acknowledges the inevitability of sexual attraction. Where 
romance is concerned, nature appears to trump nurture. 


Given the source material—Kipling—and Walt Disney’s rela- 
tively unenlightened views on race, it is surprising that The Jungle 
Book isn’t more offensive than it is. There are several reasons for 
this, I think. The songs, both the music and the lyrics by Richard 
M. Sherman, Terry Gilkyson, and George Bruns, are transcendent. 
And the exuberant performances of Phil Harris and Louis Prima 
are peerless. Beneath and between these classic numbers, there is 
a serious discussion about what constitutes “human nature.” 
Mowgli thrives in the natural state, and it is only Shere Khan’s 
“evil” nature that threatens the boy. But evil is a human construc- 
tion. This seems to turn Bambi’s premise, that in the wild it is man 
who equals menace, on its head. In the end, Mowgli accepts that 
he must return to his own species. Keeping to your own kind is a 
theme the studio would often revisit in the next three decades. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Robin Hood (1973): Tax Rebates 


For moral filmmakers aiming at a young audience, the Robin 
Hood story presents a particular challenge: How to present a situ- 
ation where it is justified to take up arms against an unjust author- 
ity. It seems to be the opposite of Jesus’ admonition, in a similar 
situation, to “render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s,” voiced at a 
similar time of incipient rebellion. Viewed in a certain light, Robin 
Hood makes the Judean Zealots’ case for revolt against Roman 
tyranny and oppression. One way Disney gets to navigate this 
theological thicket is to make the characters in its version of Robin 
Hood animals, providing at least one degree of separation, and to 
have the creatures speak in both English and Southern accents, the 
former mostly villains, the latter mostly heroes. Also, the moral 
deck is stacked as decisively in Robin’s favor as it is in the tradi- 
tional story. There is no opening song, just words on the page of 
the traditional storybook explaining (for those old enough to read) 
that King Richard is away and his evil brother, Prince John, is on 
England’s throne. “Robin Hood was the people’s only hope. He 
robbed from the rich to feed the poor.” It is the social gospel in 
action, with a member of the clergy playing a crucial role. 

Robin, a fox, and Little John, a bear, are relaxing in Sherwood 
Forest when they are ambushed by the Sheriff of Nottingham, 
another bear, who wants to hang them. After they escape, Little 
John wonders whether their robbing of the rich to feed the poor 
means they are good guys or bad guys—which is another way of 
asking whether or not the ends justify the means. Robin recoils at 
the word rob, calling it naughty. The way the outlaw leader sees it, 
they are just “borrowing” a bit from those who can afford it. 
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Although not the brightest bear in the woods, Little John stumbles 
into the sophistry in that rationale by replying, “Boy, are we in 
debt.” The pair spots a royal caravan passing through the woods 
and Robin rubs his hands: “Sounds like another collection day for 
the poor!” Little John agrees: “Sweet charity!” 

Prince John is an insecure, mother-obsessed thumb-sucker, a 
male lion with no mane, and a crown too big for his head. But even 
when it is slipping, the prince says, the crown gives him a sense of 
power. The coach is gilt, and the prince is playing with sacks of 
gold coins, lauding his “beautiful, lovely taxes.” They are en route 
to the city of Nottingham, “the richest plum of all.” His flattering 
councilor, a snake, compliments his “absolute skill for encourag- 
ing contributions from the poor.” Prince John agrees, enunciating 
a philosophy directly opposite of Robin Hood’s; he takes from the 
poor to feed the rich. Although Little John is not so sure about the 
assault, noting that there is a law against robbing royalty, he and 
Robin dress as female fortune-tellers and artfully hustle the vain 
prince. Prince John is easily relieved of his tax receipts and left in 
his underwear by the two brigands. 

In Nottingham, the consequences of Prince John’s confiscatory 
tax policy are evident and dire. Tax dodgers are in stocks and, 
according to the rooster acting as troubadour and narrator, the peo- 
ple of the town are starving to death. Amid the misery we see Friar 
Tuck, obviously well fed but wearing patched clothing beneath his 
brown robe. The “old do-gooder,” a badger, goes door-to-door sur- 
reptitiously, distributing small amounts of Robin’s booty to the 
needy. “God bless Robin Hood,” says an injured blacksmith. How- 
ever, the sheriff, who is also the prince’s enforcer, has been trail- 
ing the monk. He shakes down the blacksmith, which enrages Friar 
Tuck, who denounces the tax collector as “evil” and a “skinflint.” 
The sheriff replies, “Save your sermons, preacher. It ain’t Sunday, 
you know.” 

Next stop for the sheriff’s villainy is the cottage of a poor, wid- 
owed rabbit with a house full of children. A seven-year-old boy is 
having a meager, family birthday party. Inside a single, wrapped 
box is a farthing coin, all that his mother can afford. The sheriff 
takes the coin and wishes the weeping boy a happy birthday on 
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behalf of Prince John. On his way out of the cottage, the lawman 
pauses to take coins from a blind beggar who has come to the door. 
The beggar is welcomed into the cottage, demonstrating that the 
poor often have compassion for those worse off than themselves. 
Their generosity is rewarded, as the beggar turns out to be Robin 
Hood in disguise, bringing his own birthday gift for the boy, a 
small bow and arrow. The outlaw brings another gift: hope. He 
tells the family to keep their spirits up, and promises them that hap- 
piness will one day return to their town. The mother rabbit blesses 
Robin and thanks him for risking so much to keep their hopes 
alive. Running with his new bow, the birthday boy shouts, “Death 
to tyrants!” 

Prince John’s claim to the throne is soon called into more direct 
question, when he lays a trap for Robin with an archery contest. 
The prize is a kiss from Maid Marian, the outlaw’s highborn, child- 
hood sweetheart. Robin wins, and is then seized by the prince’s 
soldiers, although he manages to proclaim his love for Marian 
before he is sentenced to death. When Prince John declares him a 
traitor to the crown, the outlaw retorts that the crown belongs to 
Richard, raising support from the other animal spectators. A wild 
escape brings Robin and his followers back to Sherwood Forest, 
together with Maid Marian, his true love. As they stroll together 
through the woods, a song plays, noting that life is brief, but when 
it’s over, love lives on. At the encampment, however, it is insur- 
rection that is in the air. “A pox on a phony king of England,” 
shouts one animal. Another song complains that while Prince John 
taxes the people to pieces and robs them of their bread, “King 
Richard’s crown keeps slipping around that pointy head.” Even in 
his castle, the prince senses he is being humiliated. 

Still, Prince John continues to turn the screws, trebling the taxes 
and jailing all those who cannot pay. In prison, too, the poor try to 
comfort one another. Outside, Friar Tuck decides to toll the church 
bell, to the same end. “We must do what we can to keep their hopes 
alive,” he tells the mouse who serves as organist and sexton, even 
though the prince is taxing the heart and soul of the people. The 
church is like the alms box, Tuck says—empty. At this, the sex- 
ton’s wife goes to their bed and, from beneath the mattress, 
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retrieves a farthing coin for the poor. Friar Tuck is touched by the 
gesture from the poor church mouse. “No one can give more than 
that,” he says. “Bless you, little sister.” If this sounds familiar to 
those who know their New Testament, it should. In Mark 12, a few 
verses after Jesus tells the Pharisees to “give to the emperor the 
things that are the emperor’s,” he denounces those who “devour 
widows’ houses.” Later, in a scene at the treasury, Mark writes, 
“Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow came and put 
in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. Then [Jesus] 
called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor 
widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the 
treasury. For all of them have contributed out of their abundance, 
but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had 
to live on.’” Naturally, this is the moment the sheriff chooses to 
stride into the sanctuary and confiscate the coin. Tuck denounces 
the sheriff—and Prince John—and orders him out of the church. 
This provokes a warning from the lawman that the priest is getting 
so preachy that he is in danger of “preaching yourself into a hang- 
man’s noose.” In the land where Thomas Becket and Thomas 
Moore had and would forfeit their lives for their beliefs, this is no 
idle threat. Still, Tuck is uncowed. Outside the church he attacks 
the sheriff with his staff, which is no match for the sheriff’s sword. 
The friar is arrested for high treason and led away in chains. 

Tuck’s arrest presents Prince John with an opportunity. He will 
hang him in the town square, certain that Robin Hood will attempt 
a rescue. But there will be no execution. Little John frees Tuck 
from the cell where he is shackled. “Thank God,” he says. “My 
prayers have been answered.” While Little John has been freeing 
prisoners, Robin has been stealing Prince John’s treasure. Fleeing 
the prison, Tuck exclaims, “Praise the Lord and pass the tax 
rebates!” Robin Hood ends at the front door of Tuck’s church, 
where the outlaw and his true love have been joined, pardoned, and 
blessed by a returned King Richard, wearing a white doublet fea- 
turing a large gold cross. 

I never watched this film before beginning to research this book. 
It may have been because of the timing of its release, roughly coin- 
ciding with the Watergate scandal and the subsequent impeachment 
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hearings. The idea of a cartoon version of Robin Hood, using ani- 
mal characters, must have seemed hopelessly insipid to me then. 
What I found watching Robin Hood thirty years after its release was 
a small revelation. The explicit portrayal of Christianity’s social 
gospel and radical class politics, the venality of the rich and the 
nobility of the poor, were striking. All of these may have been a 
result of Walt Disney’s absence from the film’s production, since in 
these respects they run counter to his guidelines. The source mate- 
rial may have provided the narrative roadmap, and it may have been 
released three years after the decade ended, but this is the studio’s 
60s movie. 


Chapter Seventeen 


The Fox and the Hound (1981): Nature 
and Nurture Redux 


A parable of friendship struggling against natural law, The Fox 
and the Hound begins untraditionally for Disney, without a sto- 
rybook flipping open or a narrator or theme song setting the stage 
or outlining the plot. Instead, the camera pans through a misty 
forest, with only the sounds of the wild. A fox with a small kit in 
her mouth is being pursued by baying hounds, which seem to be 
gaining on their prey. After breaking from the woods onto farm- 
land, the fox pauses at the base of a fence post. She licks her off- 
spring one last time, and heads off over a hill to draw off the 
hounds. Two shots are heard—signaling the same dire fate as 
Bambi’s mom. 

Observing the action from above is an old owl, Big Mama. In 
nature, the helpless kit would be a quick meal for such a predatory 
bird, but in this case the owl sees the situation as an opportunity 
for a therapeutic intervention. She takes the baby fox to a lonely 
farmwoman, the Widow Tweed, who adopts it as a pet, naming it 
Tod, feeding it with a bottle, and giving it a collar. Although soon 
domesticated, the young fox has difficulty suppressing some 
instinctive urges, as when he eyes some chicks in the barn in a way 
that enrages a protective mother hen and sets off a wild pursuit. At 
about the same time, in a hunter’s cabin next to the farm, a new 
puppy arrives to join an older dog, named Chief. The young blood- 
hound, named Copper, is completely inexperienced, but his sense 
of smell is already superior to Chief’s. Copper follows his canine 
instincts and tracks his way to Tod, who is chasing a butterfly. 
When he locates the fox, he makes a feeble, immature attempt to 
howl. Tod asks why he does that, and the puppy replies that it’s 
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because he is a hound dog. “We’re supposed to do that when we 
find what we’ ve been tracking.” 

The two young creatures have no notion that they are natural 
enemies, so they act as if they should be friends. Tod suggests that 
Copper would be good at playing hide-and-seek, and that they tus- 
sle. The owl observes the interaction with amazement, and sings a 
song called “Best of Friends.” For the funny pair, she sings, life is 
a happy game; their friendship blinds them to their natural bound- 
aries. “If only the world wouldn’t get in the way, if only people 
would just let you play,” Big Mama sings, as the two animals are 
breaking all the rules. When these idyllic moments pass, she won- 
ders, will the young animals’ friendship last? Tod and Copper think 
so, pledging to be best friends forever. But Copper’s owner doesn’t 
like the idea of the puppy running free, so he ties him up next to 
the older dog. A visit to the hunter’s spread by Tod, looking for his 
friend, sets off a chase after the young fox by Chief and the hunter, 
named Amos. The hunter assumes the fox is following his own 
nature, trying to eat his chickens, and he chases the animal back to 
his neighbor’s farm, threatening to blast the widow’s pet with his 
shotgun the next time he sees him. The issue is moot for the 
moment, since Amos is about to take both his dogs on a long hunt- 
ing trip, where Copper will learn to fill his role in life. 

The next day, Tod wonders whether the two animals will still be 
friends when Copper returns in the spring. Big Mama asks, in a 
Socratic way, if the fox learned anything from his brush with death 
at the hands of Chief and the hunter. His friend would never hunt 
him down, the fox insists. The owl sings a song that advises that 
the fox’s choices are “education or elimination.” Lack of educa- 
tion about his natural enemy will lead to the fox’s death, she 
informs him. Tod resists the notion that Copper will become his 
enemy, even after the owl and other birds open the door to the 
hunter’s shed and Tod sees that it is lined with animal pelts— 
which could include that of the fox’s own mother. Because of his 
nature, Copper is sure to return as a trained hunting dog, a real 
killer, Big Mama warns. Tod persists in his idealism and naiveté; 
Copper will never change. The owl says she hopes he is right, but 
it is clear that she is certain he is wrong. The two animals will be 
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friends forever, Tod says. “Forever is a long, long time,” Big 
Mama says, “and time has a way of changing things.” 

Meanwhile, Copper is changing—and growing—and he soon 
supersedes Chief in the open fields. Where the old dog smells noth- 
ing, Copper flushes quail, which are blasted offscreen, leaving a 
shower of feathers. When the dogs and the hunter return, it is Cop- 
per who rides in the front seat of the car with Amos. Tod, now also 
grown into a young adult, comes to pay his friend a visit. The 
hound says he is glad to see the fox, quickly adding that Tod 
shouldn’t be there, that he’s going to get them both in a lot of trou- 
ble. The fox wants reassurance that they are still friends, but Big 
Mama seems to be right. Those days are over, Copper tells him. 
“I’m a huntin’ dog now.” Tod should go, Copper says, gesturing to 
the Chief, sleeping next to him. “You’re fair game, as far as he’s 
concerned.” 

Chief does wake, setting off a chase after the fox, this time 
involving Copper as well as Amos. It is a sequence that nearly 
replicates the film’s opening sequence in which Tod’s mother dies. 
While the fox is able to give the older dog the slip, hiding in a stack 
of railroad ties, he is not able to elude his old friend. Copper is torn 
at his discovery, and hesitates. He doesn’t want to see the fox 
killed, he tells him, so he decides to let him go “this one time.” 
Chief is not so charitable when he stumbles onto Tod, chasing him 
onto a train trestle. But the unexpected arrival of a train sends the 
old dog off the bridge, in what seems like a fatal fall. Copper dis- 
covers Chief in the creek below and realizes the cost of the favor 
he did for his childhood friend by going against his nature and his 
kind. The hound looks up at Tod, still on the trestle, growls, and 
then vows, “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get you for this!” Chief 
only has a broken leg, and is basking in the attention it engenders, 
which does nothing to relieve the guilt Copper feels. “It’s all my 
fault,” Copper tells his hunting companion. “T shouldn’t have let 
Tod go.” The fox “almost killed Chief, and I’m going to get him.” 

The Widow Tweed understands how irrevocably things have 
changed for Tod, and decides that the only way her pet will survive 
her neighbor’s wrath and his dog’s nature is to return the fox to the 
wild. She removes his collar and frees him in a nearby, fenced-off 
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nature preserve. At first uncomprehending and disoriented by this 
abandonment, Tod soon becomes acclimated and, in short order, 
falls for a female fox named Vixey. But it is too soon in the movie 
for them to live happily ever after, for the vengeful hunter has fig- 
ured out where the woman has taken Tod. Armed with his shotgun 
and leg traps, and accompanied by an equally vengeful Copper, the 
hunter disregards the “No Trespassing” sign and barbed wire fence 
that protect the game reserve. 

When the inevitable confrontation occurs, Tod sends Vixey to 
their burrow for safety, and faces Copper. The two old friends 
square off, baring their teeth, snarling, biting, and chasing one 
another as if they had never met. Tod flees to Vixey in their bur- 
row, trapped by Copper at the front entrance and Amos at the back, 
who is setting a fire. (Like Bambi, The Fox and the Hound will not 
do much to enhance the image of hunters.) A frantic breakout leads 
to a chase and a waterfall. There the foxes are spared from their 
tormentors when a huge, fierce black bear attacks Amos. Although 
overmatched, Copper instinctively comes to his master’s aid, only 
to be tossed aside by the bear. From a Safe place, Tod hears the 
pained cry of his old friend and hesitates only for an instant before 
coming to his rescue. The two smaller animals’ assaults on the bear 
allow Amos to escape, but when the bear turns on Tod, the two 
crash down a long, rocky waterfall. Later, Copper discovers Tod, 
bedraggled but alive, in the shallows. Before he can thank him, 
however, the fox is looking up at the barrel of Amos’s shotgun. But 
friendship and gratitude will not be denied this time. Copper inter- 
poses himself between his master’s weapon and his friend. Amos 
lowers the barrel and says, “Let’s go home.” The fox and the hound 
smile at one another; they may not be friends, but they won’t be 
enemies. 


For anyone—black or white—who grew up in the American 
South in the pre-civil rights era, The Fox and the Hound must 
have a particular poignancy—and relevance. In this rigidly seg- 
regated region, especially in rural areas, it was not uncommon for 
black children and white children to be friends and to play 
together. These relationships often lasted until the approach of 


The Fox and the Hound 103 


adolescence, when the mores of the time wrenched them into sep- 
arate and inherently unequal worlds. True, they were not, like the 
fox and hound, predator and prey. Yet the two races often existed 
in a dynamic that made them economic and political adversaries; 
white superiority required black inferiority. More critically, it 
required a white monopoly of force, including lynching, to ensure 
black powerlessness. In The Fox and the Hound, | believe it is no 
coincidence that the puppy, Copper, speaks with the accent of a 
white Southerner, and that the wise owl, Big Mama, is voiced by 
Pearl Bailey, a popular African American entertainer. Yet this 
movie’s message of hope in the face of adversity is not exclusive 
to the American South in the first two-thirds of the twentieth cen- 
tury. The lessons of nurture trumping nature would be equally 
clear—the parable equally applicable—to a child or parent from 
any bicultural environment that is freighted with historical griev- 
ance and inequality: the Balkans, South Africa, Northern Ireland, 
Cyprus, or the Middle East. As human beings, the film says, our 
better selves can triumph. 


Chapter Eighteen 


The Black Cauldron (1985): Contains 
Occult Material 


The occult is unvarnished and front-and-center—dark, evil, and 
creepy—in The Black Cauldron. Its heady brew bubbles with 
spells, witches, griffins, gremlins, an enchanted sword, a clairvoy- 
ant pig, people who used to be frogs, and a furry, forest creature 
who speaks in the third person and seems to have been lifted from 
J. R. R. Tolkien. The Judeo-Christian construct that frames most 
of Disney’s animated features is wholly absent in this pagan fan- 
tasy, rated PG and without any saccharine songs. For once, con- 
servative critic Perucci Ferraiuolo had something real to work with 
beyond his fervid imagination, although as usual he managed to 
overdo it. “The Black Cauldron,” Ferraiuolo wrote in Disney and 
the Bible, “is a melting pot of voodoo, black magic, Satanism, 
witchcraft and just enough Santeria thrown in to glorify the gods 
and goddesses of the occult. ... The exaltation of sorcery and black 
magic in the film... is virtually gratuitous.” 

Over inky, stormy skies and ominous music, the narrator 
intones that, according to legend, there was once a king in the mys- 
tical land of Prydain who was so evil and cruel that “even the gods 
feared him.” Because no prison could contain him, the king was 
dispatched—alive—into molten metal, where his “demonic spirit” 
was transformed into a great, black cauldron. Evil men searched 
for the hidden pot for centuries, because they knew that the caul- 
dron’s owner would acquire the power to reanimate an army of the 
dead and, with his legions of newly immortal soldiers, conquer the 
world. 

This all seems very far away from a sunny, green clearing where 
an old man and his young assistant tend their farm. But the old man 
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senses in his bones that something is wrong, something having to 
do with the Horned King, the land’s current monarch and a “black- 
hearted devil.” For the farmer’s young helper, Taran, any dramatic 
change from his menial role would be welcome. “I’m a warrior, 
not a pig keeper,” he declares to the farm animals. Taran’s only 
concern is that the wars will end before he has had an opportunity 
to fight and to distinguish himself as a great warrior. “War isn’t a 
game,” his master cautions. “People get hurt.” 

Hen Wen, the pig, is more than a farm animal. It can see the 
future, and may know how to locate the Black Cauldron. The old 
man tells Taran to take the pig to the hidden cottage on the edge of 
the forbidden forest, for safekeeping from the Horned King. When 
the lad boasts that he is not afraid to fight the villain, his master 
offers another warning, that “untried courage is no match for his 
evil.” Taran assures the old man that he won’t fail in his mission. 

In his castle, the Horned King is equally determined that Taran 
will fail. The skull-faced monarch is certain that, in short order, the 
Black Cauldron’s “evil power will course through my veins,” and 
its deathless legions will worship him. “How long have I thirsted 
to be a god above mortal men,” he declares. Taran, in the woods, 
has his own, slightly less grandiose dream of glory, namely, to 
become a great warrior. During his reverie, Hen Wen wanders off 
and is soon plucked from the forest by one of the Horned King’s 
two griffins. Taran tracks the flying dragons to the Horned King’s 
castle, finding it full of thugs, gremlins, and snarling dogs, cele- 
brating in a great room. Their leader materializes supernaturally, 
in an explosion of lightning and fire, prepared to extort a vision of 
the Black Cauldron from the defiant pig. Tumbling into the room, 
Taran convinces Hen Wen to provide the vision to save the ani- 
mal’s life. 

An accident enables the boy to free the pig, redeeming his ear- 
lier failure, but he is recaptured and placed in a dungeon. Taran’s 
imprisonment provides the opportunity for some introspection, in 
particular the hollowness of his earlier boasts. Just as this insight 
dawns, a glowing orb appears in the cell and a young woman 
pushes up a stone from the floor, climbs up, and introduces herself 
as Princess Eilonwy. She asks the boy if he is a lord or a watrior. 
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With no one present to contradict him, Taran could easily claim 
either title, but he has learned his lesson and introduces himself as 
an assistant pig keeper. Eilonwy voices her disappointment, but 
both set off to find a way to escape. Instead, they stumble into the 
burial chamber of an ancient king, where Taran discovers a gleam- 
ing sword. The weapon, he quickly learns, is enchanted. Whenever 
he faces an enemy in combat, the adversary the castle thugs call 
“pig boy” is invincible. Taran becomes intoxicated with the power 
that flows from the glowing blade. His dream of valor is realized, 
as he leads the princess and a luckless minstrel to freedom. 

Glory or no, there is still the matter of Taran’s primary respon- 
sibility to Hen Wen, the prophetic pig. The trio of escapees knows 
that if they do not find the Black Cauldron before the Horned King, 
they will all be killed. As with the ring in Tolkien’s trilogy, the 
embodiment of unbridled power, the cauldron must be destroyed 
in order to save the world. A series of misadventures with fairies 
and a whirlpool leads Taran and his companions to the domain of 
three witches who know the whereabouts of the Black Cauldron. 
But the only way they will give it to Taran is if he will give the 
witches his enchanted sword of his own free will. The leader of the 
witches makes certain the boy knows the cost he is asked to pay to 
serve the greater good. With it, she reminds him, “you could be the 
greatest of warriors.” Taran is willing to make the sacrifice: “I offer 
my dearest possession for the Black Cauldron.” 

The ground shakes and cracks open as the cauldron emerges, 
spewing fire. Although they now have the evil object, the witch 
leader informs them that it cannot be destroyed. Its evil powers can 
be neutralized only if a living being voluntarily climbs into it, an 
act that would mean certain death. Sacrificing an enchanted sword, 
a possession, is one thing; giving up your life is quite another. Even 
here, in a frankly occult tale, Disney writers and animators resort 
to a resurrection motif. Christians believe that Jesus knew he 
would have to die in order to “neutralize” the sins of the world. As 
the three companions and their fairy guide sit around the evening 
campfire, they are glum. The fairy says that there is nothing for 
Taran to do but go back to feeding pigs—even though he is still 
one pig short. He gets no rise from the boy. “Without my sword, 
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I’m nothing,” he says, “just an assistant pig keeper.” Sic transit 
gloria. It is up to Princess Eilonwy to preach the Disney gospel, 
even in this godless world. You are somebody, she insists. “You 
must believe in yourself,” she tells him. “I believe in you.” The 
support session is interrupted by the Horned King’s griffins, which 
have been trailing the trio in hopes of locating the Black Cauldron. 

In a grotesque parody of biblical resurrection, the Horned King 
takes possession of the Black Cauldron at the castle and begins to 
call forth the dead of centuries past. A green mist seeps from the 
container and brings to life skeletons buried throughout the castle, 
organizing them into fighting ranks. Taran knows he must give his 
life to stop the king’s malign conquest, but before he can, a com- 
panion from the forest named Gurgi intervenes. The creature, 
which has shown cowardice in the past, says that it would be 
wrong for Taran to die, since he has friends. Gurgi, with no friends, 
is a better choice, so he throws himself into the cauldron. The con- 
quering legions die (again) in their tracks, and the Horned King is 
sucked into the Black Cauldron, which sinks through the floor of 
the castle. Even without his enchanted sword, Taran demonstrates 
his courage as he helps his friends escape in a boat from the burn- 
ing, collapsing castle. Soon after they wash ashore, the cauldron 
surfaces nearby. Taran starts to wade out toward the bobbing pot, 
when the three witches appear in the sky above. “He’s got what he 
wanted, and still he’s not satisfied,” their leader says. They want 
the cauldron back, and offer the boy another trade: the glowing 
sword, for a warrior. Taran looks longingly at the glowing weapon, 
hanging in the air before him, and rejects the proposition. “I’m not 
a warrior, I’m a pig boy. What would I do with a sword?” He offers 
them an alternative: the cauldron for the life of his friend, Gurgi. 
At first, the witches say that is impossible, but in a whirlwind the 
cauldron is gone, leaving in its place what appears to be the crea- 
ture’s body. Is this sequence yet another intentional or uninten- 
tional reference to the resurrection? As happens in Disney films, 
heroic characters who seem to give their lives to save others often 
turn up alive. So it is with Gurgi, who revives. 

Beneath all of The Black Cauldron’s hocus-pocus is the story of 
a young man coming to terms with what he does, and how that 
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defines who he is. At the end of the film, Taran does not turn out to 
be a long-lost foundling prince. He is a pig keeper at the beginning 
of the movie and a pig keeper when it ends. His courage and hon- 
esty and willingness to sacrifice—like Gurgi’s—come from 
within. Neither God nor stars nor fairy godmothers intervene in his 
life to transform him, and the one thing that does make him some- 
thing else—the enchanted sword—he willingly gives away. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Shorts: Pagans, Jews, and Christians 


Betore there were Disney animated features there were 
“shorts”—at first silent and black-and-white—drawn by Walt him- 
self. These evolved into immensely popular color cartoons and, 
finally, to the full-length movies. Gradually, as the features became 
a studio staple, production of the cartoons and shorts trailed off, 
except for seasonal specials. But until they faded from screens, the 
shorts played a significant role in the Disney canon—and its bal- 
ance sheet. An early color cartoon, Flowers and Trees, which 
earned an Academy Award in 1932, featured talking trees, prefig- 
uring the controversial willow in Pocahontas. For the most part, 
religion and the spiritual realm were off-limits for the cartoons and 
“featurettes,” as the fifteen- to twenty-five-minute films were some- 
times called. An exception is Skeleton Dance (1929), a black-and- 
white cartoon based on Saint-Saens’s Dance Macabre, which 
included a portrayal of skeletons rising from their graves. Another 
exception is Goddess of Spring (1937), which retold the Greek 
myth of the goddess Persephone. “The introduction of Greek 
mythology into Disney’s works was the precursor of his embrac- 
ing a wide range of anti-biblical themes, including black magic, 
witchcraft, sorcery and mysticism,” wrote Perucci Ferraiuolo in 
. Disney and the Bible. Goddess of Spring was not a success “with 
Bible-believing Christians, who knew who created the earth and 
who continue to care for it and for what reasons.” Father Noah's 
Ark, a 1933 Silly Symphonies release, passed without significant 
controversy. This version of the Genesis story begins with con- 
struction of the vessel nearly complete, eliminating any need to 
portray a dialogue between God and Noah. However, when the 
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storm rages, Noah, his sons, and his daughters-in-law beseech the 
Lord, on their knees and waving their arms, to deliver them. (The 
Noah story is so appealing to animators that Disney has done it 
twice since, including a segment in Fantasia 2000.) 

In a 1937 interview with Time magazine, Walt Disney 
insisted—as he did throughout his career—that there was no 
deeper meaning to his cartoons and shorts. “We tried consciously 
to put some social meaning into one of our cartoons in the Silly 
Symphonies series, but it was a tremendous flop,” he said, a ref- 
erence to a telling of the King Midas story called The Golden 
Touch (1935). 

If there was no meaning in the cartoons, there was some mean- 
ness, whether intended or unintended. Like other studios of the 
time, Disney produced at least half a dozen cartoons lampooning 
Africans and African Americans. During the 1930s, Africans were 
regularly portrayed by various studios as cannibals with big lips 
and bones through their noses. African Americans were shuffling 
crows and obsequious stable boys, maids, and mammies. In a more 
benign portrayal, popular jazz musicians such as Cab Calloway 
sometimes appeared in Disney cartoons. 

If Disney had no compunction about caricaturing Africans and 
African Americans, there was good reason for the studio to side- 
step religion, as the studio’s experience in 1933 with The Three 
Little Pigs, from the Silly Symphonies series, demonstrated. The 
film was a huge success, “acclaimed by the nation,” wrote Bob 
Thomas, in American Original. “The wolf was on many American 
doorsteps, and “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?’ became a ral- 
lying cry.” The song, wrote Kathy Merlock Jackson, in Walt Dis- 
ney: A Bio-Bibliography, “‘was perfectly timed so that it struck a 
chord with audiences who responded to the wolf as a symbol of the 
threat they were facing—the Depression. . . . If the three pigs could 
outwit the wolf, Americans could beat the Depression.” The third 
pig, the smart one, sang “I have no chance to sing and dance, for 
work and play don’t mix.” As Richard Schickel observed in The 
Disney Version, the song’s philosophy was straight out of Herbert 
Hoover, “stressing self-reliance, the old virtues of solid, conserva- 
tive building and of keeping one’s house in order.” Despite its con- 
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tent, the new Roosevelt administration, which had just defeated 
Hoover, made the song its unofficial anthem. 

However, The Three Little Pigs struck a sour note, at least for 
Jews. In a critical sequence the wolf disguises himself as an obvi- 
ously Jewish peddler, with a large hooked nose, bushy black beard, 
and a Yiddish accent. The American Jewish Congress called the 
characterization “vile” and “revolting.” In response, Roy Disney 
wrote the organization’s director, on behalf of himself and his 
brother Walt: “We have a great many Jewish business associates 
and friends and certainly would avoid purposely demeaning the 
Jews or any other race or nationality. . . . | regret that it is impos- 
sible to eliminate this scene from the picture. . . . It seems to us that 
this characterization is no more than many well-known Jewish 
comedians portray, themselves, in vaudeville, stage, and screen 
characterizations.” John Culhane, of New York University, 
recently suggested that the use of the Jewish stereotype in The 
Three Little Pigs was not a slight to Jews but a positive reference 
to the trust most Americans of the time had in Jewish peddlers. 
After World War II, the sequence was reedited to make the wolf 
into a Fuller Brush man, with what sounds like an Irish accent. 

This episode is usually the starting point in any discussion of 
whether Walt Disney was himself an anti-Semite. Opinion on this 
point remains divided to this day. “Disney appears to have shared, 
in mild form, some of the anti-Semitism that was common to his 
generation and place of origin,” Richard Schickel wrote in The 
Disney Version. “His studio was notably lacking in Jewish 
employees.” Some claim that his attitudes were formed when he 
was a child, subject to dinner table diatribes against international 
Jewish financiers by his father, Elias. Others assert that Walt was 
resentful toward some New York film distributors he dealt with 
early in his career, that he was infuriated at Jewish writers and ani- 
mators who joined the 1941 strike at Disney, and that he held 
grudges against the Jewish studio owners who were his chief com- 
petitors. Walt sent his younger daughter, Sharon, to the Westlake 
School for Girls in Holmby Hills at a time when the school, for the 
most part, excluded Jews. His older daughter, Diane, made her 
debut at the Las Madrinas Ball, decades before any Jewish girls 
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were admitted. Marc Eliot, in Walt Disney: Hollywood's Dark 
Prince, quotes Walt making an anti-Semitic remark about Robert 
Morganthau, Franklin Roosevelt’s Treasury Secretary, over a 
billing dispute for a wartime training film the studio produced for 
the government. “Disappointment and resentment seemed to bring 
out his latent anti-Semitism,” according to Leonard Mosley’s 
biography, Disney’s World, including using a Yiddish accent to 
make a point about Jews. “Walt was prone to remarks about Jews, 
I guess like everyone else,” recalled animator Ward Kimball in a 
1986 interview with Michael Barrier (posted on his Web site, 
michaelbarrier.com). 

But screenwriter Maurice Rapf, who worked on Cinderella, 
defended Disney. “He knew I was Jewish,” he told interviewers in 
Tender Comrades, “but I don’t think he was an anti-Semite.” Oth- 
ers echoed his brother Roy’s letter to the American Jewish Con- 
gress, pointing to Walt’s many longtime Jewish coworkers and 
friends—who vigorously disputed the charge—and the business 
relationships he maintained throughout his life. They also cited the 
fact that in 1955 he was named Man of the Year by the Beverly 
Hills chapter of B’nai B’rith. Biographers Katherine and Richard 
Greene take the same basic anecdotes recounted by other, critical 
researchers and conclude that the allegations of Walt’s anti- 
Semitism are a myth. “How do myths like Walt’s supposed anti- 
Semitism begin?” the Greenes asked, in an essay for the official 
Disney Web site. 


Did Walt make offhand comments about the Jewish union 
members during the painful strike of 1940? Likely. Might 
some of his executives have harbored anti-Semitic feelings 
that were wrongly ascribed to Walt himself? Very possibly. 
Did some of his early cartoons—notably “Three Little 
Pigs”—contain the kind of unpleasant Jewish caricatures that 
were common to many cartoon studios at the time? Certainly. 
Did a few Jewish men who had difficult relationships with 
Walt speculate that the reason was because they were Jew- 
ish? Also yes. Does all this add up to an anti-Semite? Not by 
any means. In fact, the authors of this essay are Jewish, and 
from the perspective of a decade of research into Walt Dis- 
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ney have looked carefully through the record—letters, 
memos, conversations with reliable sources—for any evi- 
dence that Walt may have harbored a dislike of Jews... . 
Even when Sharon dated a young Jewish man, her parents 
didn’t voice any objections. 


Absent convincing evidence to the contrary, I do not sense in 
Walt Disney the kind of instinctive, vitriolic, intellectual anti- 
Semitism of someone like Henry Ford—whom Walt admired for 
other reasons. Rather, I think it is more likely a combination of his 
early-twentieth-century, middle-American prejudice and the hard- 
knuckled, rough-and-tumble atmosphere of the movie business in 
New York and Hollywood, where Jews and other immigrants often 
had the upper hand. If there is a spectrum of anti-Semitism, I tend 
to be more understanding—if not forgiving—of that manifestation 
born of pure economic competition. 


Johnny Appleseed, a 1948 short based on the life of the leg- 
endary John Chapman, provided another opportunity to incorpo- 
rate biblical faith into a narrative. The young man is first seen at 
his farm outside Pittsburgh in the early years of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, harvesting apples. As he does, he sings a song, “The Lord Is 
Good to Me.” In it, the farmer thanks God for all the things that 
have been given to him, like the sun and the rain, which make his 
apples grow. But Johnny feels a stirring, as he watches the wagon 
trains of pioneers heading west, past his orchard. He would like to 
join them, but as a scrawny fellow, he feels he is not hardy enough 
to go. “That’s when a miracle happened,” according to the narra- 
tor. Johnny’s guardian angel appears, in the form of a grizzled 
frontiersman in buckskin and coonskin cap. The angel tells the 
young man that he has all it takes to become a pioneer: faith, 
. courage, and a level head. When Johnny says he has no gear, the 
angel hands him a sack of seeds, a cooking pot that doubles as a 
hat and, “for pretty darn good readin’ there ain’t nothin’ finer than 
your book.” The book, of course, is a large, black Bible with an 
embossed cross on the cover (which is also the Disney collectors’ 
souvenir pin from the film). Thus equipped, Johnny sets out for the 
West, with no knife and no gun. As he plants his first orchard, small 
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woodland creatures scamper around his Bible, and take to him as 
if he were St. Francis of Assisi. In the decades that followed, the 
narrator explains, Johnny succeeded because “he was planting his 
own boundless faith.” Forty years later, the guardian angel returns 
to take his now white-bearded charge to heaven, telling Johnny 
that his work on earth is finished. They leave his “mortal husk” 
leaning against a tree, a smile on his face. In addition to his legacy 
of apples, Johnny leaves faith and love behind. The white clouds 
in the sky, the narrator says, are apple blossoms from John’s heav- 
enly orchard. 


The most explicitly “Christian” animated short film made by 
Disney studios is The Small One, produced in 1978. In the film, a 
boy living in the arid countryside of first-century Judea has an old 
donkey, Small One, that he loves. As the twenty-five-minute film 
begins, the boy’s voice is heard singing over the credits, to the don- 
key. The song seems to be about the youngster and the animal, but 
as the film unfolds it becomes apparent that it is about something 
nouch more. Somewhere a friend is waiting for you, he sings, who 
needs you to make the day better. There is a place for each small 
one—“God planned it that way.” Give, while you are able, to 
someone lesser than yourself, because each being brings a needed 
gift. 

The boy loves the animal, and Small One returns that affection. 
The other donkeys in the stable are jealous, since the boy’s pet is 
no longer able to pull its weight when the family goes to gather 
firewood in the wilderness. The boy tries to cover for Small One, 
but his father tells him that animal can’t work enough to justify 
what he eats. Since the donkey’s strength is gone, the father says, 
Small One must be taken to the city and sold. The boy is disap- 
pointed, but asks that he be permitted to take the donkey to the city 
to make certain Small One will find a good home. In the stable, he 
sings another song to the animal to comfort him, promising to find 
a new owner who will be “someone special.” That someone spe- 
cial, the lyrics suggest, is not just a good donkey owner. It is some- 
one who will be a constant companion, providing a friendly face; 
a gentle presence who will share laughter and tears; someone who 
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will need you and love you, even after it is time to say goodbye. 
Sound familiar? As if to punctuate the point, divine shafts of 
moonlight stream down through the stable roof onto the boy and 
the animal as the song ends. 

In the walled city, possibly Jerusalem (or perhaps Sepphoris, 
near Nazareth), no one seems to want the creature, except for his 
hide. The merchants and vendors in the city, who look more like 
medieval Arabs or Ottoman Turks than first-century Judeans, scoff 
at the boy’s offer to sell the donkey. Offended, the boy insists to 
one prospective buyer that Small One is “gentle and kind. And 
good enough for a king’s stable!” The dispirited boy and his don- 
key wander the streets, both collapsing into sleep in an alley as 
night falls. They are awakened as an unnamed man wakens them 
gently, saying, “I need a gentle donkey, to carry my wife to Beth- 
lehem.” Both the boy and the donkey know instantly that this is the 
right match. Paid a piece of silver for his playmate, the boy bids 
the donkey farewell, urging him to “Be strong of foot and follow 
your new master.” The last scene in the film depicts a silhouette of 
Joseph leading Mary on Small One toward Bethlehem. A single 
star above them brightens, radiating lines that form a large cross. 
The word “Jesus” is never spoken. “We didn’t need to say the 
name—it’s obvious,” said Don Bluth, the film’s writer and direc- 
tor, noting that the donkey’s face brightens when the sale is made. 
“You feel good about where the donkey is going.” As for the lyrics 
in both songs, Bluth said they are “close to what I believe. It’s a 
theology to which I subscribe.” 

The Small One was produced during the period of company 
drift, between the death of Walt Disney in 1967 and the arrival of 
Michael Eisner in 1984. The film had a relatively short shelf life, 
appearing in theaters in 1978 with a rerelease of Pinocchio and 
then sporadically on the Disney Channel. Ron Miller, Walt’s son- 
in-law, was in charge of the studio at the time. He said that The 
Small One, based on an original story by Charles Tazewell, was a 
story with “heart,” according to John Canemaker, in his book Nine 
Old Men and the Art of Animation. Bluth, who recalled that he was 
“working my way up the ladder” at the time at Disney, later went 
on to do The Land before Time, An American Tail, and The Secret 
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of NIMH for different studios. He had a tight budget for the Dis- 
ney short, which he said explained why he wrote the lyrics with a 
partner and why the boy in The Small One looks so much like 
Mowgli in The Jungle Book. 

Every December, TV screens are filled with animated Christ- 
mas tales for children—from A Charlie Brown Christmas and 
Frosty the Snowman to specials featuring everyone from Babar to 
Barbie. From the beginning, studio executives saw The Small 
One’s “repeat possibilities” for Christmas airing. “This is the type 
of film that they tend to bring back every year at the holiday sea- 
son,” said Disney’s archivist, David Smith. “It’s a likely candidate 
for that.” Yet it never happened. The Small One has not become 
part of television’s holiday rotation. It was last released on video 
in 1994 and is now unavailable—except on spirited eBay auctions. 
Some observers suggest that the film is being held back because 
the always crowded Christmas market—including newer, nonreli- 
gious shorts and holiday specials starring Mickey Mouse—would 
overshadow such a modest work. Others suggest it might be 
because the film isn’t that good, or because it 1s sharply out of step 
with Walt Disney’s non-exclusive religious philosophy. 

The movie’s fate is a mystery to those who helped make The 
Small One and those who still cherish its memory, hoping for the 
day when the story can again brighten young lives at the holiday 
season. “It is saturated with what is the holiday season and Christ- 
mas spirit,” said Bluth, who is now an independent producer. 
Howard Green, who as a young publicist prepared the press kit for 
The Small One, is another strong booster. “It should be more of a 
perennial,” said Green, now Disney’s vice president of studio com- 
munications. “It’s a good show.’ Indeed, the little film still has a 
strong hold on the hearts of many Disney fans, especially Chris- 
tians. Tim Hodge, who worked as a Disney animator in Orlando 
from 1992 to 2000, recalled seeing it in theaters while a high 
school student. Years after seeing The Small One for the first time, 
Hodge purchased several original animation cells from the film, 
which he was able to afford only because “there wasn’t very much 
demand for this forgotten little cartoon.” Hodge, who later worked 
as a story supervisor and director for VeggieTales animated films 


Shorts 117 


in suburban Chicago, said that religious references have been rare 
in Disney animation. The Small One is one of the few instances in 
which the word “God” is spoken or sung by one of Disney’s ani- 
mated characters. “I remember really liking it,” he says. “It was a 
very sweet story, a little predictable, but gutsy and comforting to 
me to see a story in a biblical, historic setting.” 

There are critics who are not so sure that The Small One’s 
obscurity is a great loss, and who consider it to be more of a Don 
Bluth movie than a Walt Disney movie. The film was considered 
“saccharine,” according to Leonard Maltin, author of The Disney 
Films. “It just didn’t catch on with the public,” said John Culhane 
of New York University. “It never got a great emotional reaction 
among audiences.” He himself believes it to be a good story and a 
moving story. “But it’s not a Disney story,” he said. “Disney is not 
about telling anybody who God is, and that God is a Christian or 
a Jew or Muslim or Hindu or Buddhist. He didn’t tell that kind of 
story—it’s exclusive. Walt promoted what he said were values and 
beliefs common to all mankind. That was what he was interested 
in. Disney films are very high on values and morals, but not to one 
particular way to God.” 


Part Two 
The Eisner Years: 1984—2004 


Chapter Twenty 


Michael and Jeffrey: The Jews 


For most of Michael Eisner’s life, being Jewish was never “an 
issue”—an expression he uses several times, in one form or 
another, in his autobiography, Work in Progress. But when it 
comes to Disney, Eisner’s religion has been and still is very much 
an issue. The same was true for Jeffrey Katzenberg for the decade 
he spent working with Eisner at the studio. Neither man would dis- 
cuss the issue of Judaism or personal religious practices for this 
book, nor would representatives of their respective companies, 
Disney and DreamWorks SKG. This is entirely understandable. In 
the present, polarized environment, many in Hollywood choose to 
keep their religious and spiritual lives—or the lack thereof—to 
themselves, for reasons of privacy or self-preservation. However, 
the matter of ethnic identity is another matter entirely, at least 
for Jewish executives in the entertainment industry or any other 
business. 

Few would acknowledge it publicly, but the coded language of 
anti-Semitism is always there: “These people”’—these Jews— 
“will do anything for money.” It simmered beneath the surface 
during the religious boycott of Disney in the 1990s, and continues 
to rear its head from time to time. In one infamous reference, 
. which he later claimed was an exaggeration, Eisner provided 
ammunition for this charge, claiming that the most important goal 
for the Walt Disney Company was to make money. “We have no 
obligation to make art,” he wrote shareholders. “We have no oblig- 
ation to make history. We have no obligation to make a statement. 
But to make money, it is often important to make history, to make 
art, or to make some significant statement.” 


[2 
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As recently as October 2003, New Republic editor and ESPN 
commentator Gregg Easterbrook, writing about the Miramax 
release Kill Bill by director Quentin Tarantino, referred to Eisner 
and Miramax head Harvey Weinstein as “Jewish executives” who 
“worship money above all else, by promoting for profit the adu- 
lation of violence.” Easterbrook, a senior editor, wrote on the 
magazine’s Web site that “Disney’s C.E.O., Michael Eisner, is 
Jewish; the chief of Miramax, Harvey Weinstein, is Jewish. Yes, 
there are plenty of Christian executives who worship money 
above all else, promoting for profit the adulation of violence,” the 
preoccupation of Kill Bill. But, he wrote, “recent European his- 
tory alone ought to cause Jewish executives to experience second 
thoughts about glorifying the killing of the helpless as a fun 
lifestyle choice.” In the uproar that followed, Easterbrook apolo- 
gized for the remarks, but he still lost his job as a commentator 
for ESPN, a Disney subsidiary. 


In the early days of Hollywood, Walt Disney was one of the few 
studios—if not the only one—not controlled by immigrants, most 
of whom were Jews. But in 1984, this bastion of WASP, middle- 
American values passed to the control of three men: Eisner, 
Katzenberg, and Frank Wells. Wells, who served as the company’s 
president, wasn’t Jewish, but he might just as well have been. Eis- 
ner writes that Wells’s unofficial title was “vice president of 
mishegoss,” a Yiddish word meaning craziness. In the wake of the 
riots in Los Angeles that followed the verdict in the 1992 Rodney 
King beating case, Wells dragged Eisner to a Sunday service at the 
First African Methodist Episcopal Church in south-central Los 
Angeles. Disney, at Wells’s initiative, had started a number of pro- 
grams to help create jobs and assist small businesses in the 
depressed area. The Reverend Cecil Murray invited Wells, who 
was white, and Eisner to appear in the pulpit. Eisner confessed to 
feeling “a bit awkward,” an inhibition that Wells—who immersed 
himself in the music, swaying and clapping—did not share. 

By the mid-1990s, this transfer of power to Eisner, Wells, and 
Katzenberg, which proved so profitable to stockholders, was seen 
by many as a betrayal of Walt’s notion of traditional family val- 
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ues—all for filthy lucre. Eisner had fashioned the company “into 
a haven for churning out anti-family and anti-Christian movies for 
the sake of money, prestige and all-encompassing power,” wrote 
Perucci Perraiuolo in Disney and the Bible, at the height of the 
clash between religious conservatives and the entertainment giant. 
The book’s cover features a drawing of Mickey Mouse reclining 
in an office chair, smoking a cigar, with his feet on the desk, 
between piles of money. Next to him a Bible has been dumped into 
the trashcan. Even Disney’s own employees used offensive 
imagery; some workers referred to the theme parks as “Mouse- 
witz.” In the eyes of many evangelicals, “Disney, once a conser- 
vative force within the U.S. under the auspices of Walt Disney, had 
gone over to the ‘liberal’ camp,” wrote Darlene Juschka, in her 
paper, “The Wonderful Worlds of Disney and Fundamentalism,” 
delivered in Orlando in November 1998 at the annual meeting of 
the American Academy of Religion. “Disney, once a producer 
of movies which only upheld a narrow and conservative view of 
Americanism, an Americanism that was profoundly Protestant 
Christian, now made movies that clearly located that Americanism 
in the secular world. Christianity, as such, is no longer part of the 
Disney paradigm.” Yet, in an April 10, 1999, interview with Simon 
Hattenstone, of the British newspaper the Guardian, Eisner said he 
had never been asked whether it was strange for a Jew to be head- 
ing Disney, in light of the charges that Walt was an anti-Semite. 
However, Hattenstone observed, Eisner seemed “uneasy with the 
subject” when it was raised. No wonder. 


Michael Eisner’s forebears were Jewish immigrants from Ger- 
many and Bohemia who prospered in the United States. Sigmund 
Eisner, Michael’s great-grandfather, came from the Bohemian vil- 
lage of Horazdovice to the United States in 1881. Beginning as a 
peddler, he parlayed two sewing machines into a company that 
manufactured uniforms for the Boy Scouts and for the U.S. Army, 
including Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders. He married Bertha 
Weiss, from a German immigrant family who were founders of the 
town of Red Bank, in northern New Jersey. Sigmund shared his 
largesse with Jewish charities, including $50,000—an enormous 
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amount at the time—to support the nascent Zionist settlers in what 
was then Palestine, according to Kim Masters, writing in The Keys 
to the Kingdom: How Michael Eisner Lost His Grip. Rabbi 
Stephen Wise, a leader of the Reform Jewish movement, spoke at 
the patriarch’s funeral in 1925, noting his pride in his Judaism. 
Local synagogues received bequests from his $12 million estate, 
as did Christian churches of a number of denominations, includ- 
ing African American denominations. If anything, Michael Eis- 
ner’s mother’s family was even more successful than his father’s 
family. Margaret Dammann’s family founded the American Safety 
Razor Company. 

Michael Eisner himself was raised on Park Avenue on the Upper 
East Side of Manhattan, and spent vacations at his maternal grand- 
parents’ estate in Westchester County. His parents moved in Ger- 
man Jewish circles of the Loeb and Lehman families, an old 
money set chronicled in Stephen Birmingham’s book Our Crowd. 
For the most part, the family was insulated from anti-Semitism, 
although Michael’s sister Margot had at least one early brush with 
prejudice. A competitive ice skater, she practiced at several loca- 
tions, but not at the New York Skating Club, above Madison 
Square Garden. “Eventually I learned that Jews were not allowed 
membership,” Michael wrote in his autobiography. 

“T grew up in an affluent family, but as a child I never thought 
much about it,” he wrote. “I just assumed that everyone lived the 
way we did.” He attended the mostly Christian Allen-Stevenson 
School not far from his home, on East 78th Street, where he said 
no one made much of his religion. Neither he nor his sister 
attended any religious services growing up. In 1944, before news 
of the European Holocaust was widely known, the Eisner family 
hired a German housekeeper. “Jt wasn’t for many years that I real- 
ized how unusual and even awkward it was for a Jewish family to 
have a German maid while the United States was at war and Hitler 
was exterminating Jews throughout Europe,” he wrote. “Eventu- 
ally we would discover that at least sixteen Eisners, many of them 
my great-grandfather’s siblings, had died in the Czechoslovakian 
concentration camp of Theresienstadt.” 

Eisner’s religious and moral identity was shaped by his father, 
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Lester. “While my father was proud to be Jewish, the death of his 
mother had undermined any faith in organized religion. There was 
slightly more interest on my mother’s side of the family, but we 
were more cultural Jews than religious Jews.” Eisner’s relation- 
ship with his father was often problematic. “The biggest area of 
conflict in my own life was trying to meet my father’s expecta- 
tions, both morally and intellectually,’ Michael wrote in his auto- 
biography. From him, “I learned the ethically straight and narrow 
path: no shortcuts and no playing the angles.” His father had 
“fierce ethical standards. He maintained a strict code of conduct 
even when doing so meant hurting his own interests.” Lester built 
an early television set for the family and, at first, the only show the 
family watched was Texaco Star Theater, with the Jewish come- 
dian Milton Berle. Michael’s parents had a rule—which the boy 
often broke—that he had to read for two hours for every hour of 
television he watched. 

In The Keys to the Kingdom, Kim Masters quoted an Eisner 
family friend, Susan Baerwald, describing Eisner’s mother, Mag- 
gie. “She was Jewish, but not very Jewish. German-J ewish—very 
American and successful.” Maggie Eisner also had a strong social 
conscience. She served as president of the Irvington Institute, a 
hospital that treated children with rheumatic fever. It was here that 
young Michael had his first experience of noblesse oblige. Work- 
ing at the hospital, he said in his autobiography, “opened my eyes 
to those less fortunate than I was.” 

From the age of eight through twenty-two, Eisner attended a 
spartan New England summer camp. “By far the most important 
formative experience in my life was going to Camp Keewaydin in 
Salisbury, Vermont.” The camp was the nation’s second oldest, and 
his father had gone there as a boy. Other prominent campers 
included West Virginia Senator Jay Rockefeller and the author 
John McPhee. “To a remarkable degree, my core values were 
shaped in the crucible of those camp summers. . . . The highest 
virtues were helping the other fellow even as you learned the tools 
of self-reliance.” Days frequently ended with the singing of Boy 
Scout songs in a circle, where campers and counselors “bowed to 
the Southwest wind Shawondasee.” On its current Web site, Camp 


126 The Gospel according to Disney 


Keewaydin describes the ritual today, which sounds like a kind of 
Quaker or Unitarian youth group activity, with Native American 
overtones: “A non-sectarian Sunday service called Sunday Circle 
is held each week, out of doors whenever possible. At Sunday Cir- 
cle, a member of the camp staff speaks to the boys about such val- 
ues as friendship, appreciation of nature, sharing, teamwork, and 
caring for each other.” In 1999, Eisner told Simon Hattenstone of 
the Guardian newspaper that “I got more out of this camp than I 
got out of any school, any book, any lecture.” (Eisner’s planned 
book on life lessons from Keewaydin called Camp from Warner 
Books was postponed for a year from its Father’s Day, 2004, 
launch in the midst of Disney’s corporate upheaval in March 
2004.) 

As a prep school student at Lawrenceville School in Princeton, 
New Jersey, Eisner admitted to “testing the limits of authority.” It 
was here that he had his first serious encounter with anti-Semitism. 
There, he recalled in his autobiography, “I was made aware for the 
first time of how being Jewish somehow made me different, an 
outsider. Until one classmate called me a-*kike,’ prompting one of 
the only fistfights of my life, it had literally never occurred to me 
that some people didn’t like Jews. Now the issue was in the air, and 
I hated the consequences. I hated being put in a category. I hated 
the jokes directed at me about Temple and Bar Mitzvahs and Sat- 
urday School. Like my father I was proud to be Jewish, but I hated 
being viewed as different.” Without the grades to attend an Ivy 
League school, Eisner chose to attend Denison College in Ohio, a 
historically Baptist school with about 1600 students. “My being 
Jewish wasn’t an issue. There were perhaps a half-dozen Jews, and 
we were considered more an oddity than a threatening social 
minority.” 

In 1964, after graduating from Denison, Eisner met Jane 
Breckenridge at a Christmas party in New York. Her family back- 
ground was Swedish and Scottish, and she had been brought up 
Unitarian. Reflecting on when he went to her home in upstate 
New York to meet his future in-laws, Eisner wrote in his autobi- 
ography, “I suspect that neither of her parents had ever really 
known anyone Jewish before me, but it was never an issue.” A 
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longtime Eisner friend speculated to Kim Masters that Maggie 
Dammann Eisner was so assimilated that she was probably 
“thrilled” that Jane wasn’t Jewish. 

It was not until 1984, at the age of 42, that Eisner said he had 
his “first important brush with the fact that life isn’t always fair.” 
This was no revelation about poverty or illness or death. The pre- 
cipitating event for the insight was when he was not offered the top 
job at Paramount Studios, as stipulated by his contract. However, 
he received instead a hefty compensation package and, within 
months, he had a new job as head of Disney. His hiring was largely 
engineered by two men, Roy Disney, Walt’s nephew; and his ally, 
Los Angeles businessman Stanley Gold, who at that time was also 
chairman of the board of Hebrew Union College, the rabbinical 
seminary of Reform Judaism. Eisner said that from the first, he rec- 
ognized that animation, then under the direction of Roy Disney, 
“represented the heart and soul of Disney.” At Disney under Eis- 
ner, there was not much in the way of entertainment material deal- 
ing with the Jewish experience. An exception was a live action film 
commissioned for the Disney Channel, called Friendship in 
Vienna, a wartime drama dealing with the relationship between a 
Jewish family and a Catholic family during the rise of Hitler. 
Another, more lighthearted example was Full Court Miracle, also 
on the Disney Channel, a Hanukkah comedy-drama about a hap- 
less basketball team at a Jewish day school in Philadelphia that is 
coached to victory by a down-on-his-luck African American 
player with NBA dreams. 

Nowhere in his autobiography does Michael Eisner make men- 
tion of his adult religious practice or his personal philanthropy. On 
one occasion in the late 1990s, local Disney officials asked the 
Congregation of Liberal Judaism, a Reform congregation in 
Orlando, for tickets required to attend High Holidays services for 
the Eisner family. Temple officials agreed, but the tickets were 
never picked up. Similarly, Eisner is largely silent on the subject 
of Israel. Writing about Aladdin, he admitted, “I had always been 
slightly uneasy about a film set in the Middle East, a part of the 
world that I didn’t know and didn’t feel comfortable trying to por- 
tray.” In his chatty letters to shareholders in Disney’s annual 
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report, he discussed aspects of his family life, both significant and 
trivial, but never anything about his spiritual life. He did recall in 
Work in Progress a visit in the mid-1990s to the U.S. Holocaust 
Museum in Washington, D.C., with his wife. “The experience was 
at once horrifying and deeply affecting; a vivid, three-dimensional 
evocation of the genocide of more than 6 million people, among 
them many of my own European relatives. Especially moving was 
the room containing thousands of pairs of shoes that had been con- 
fiscated from Jews as they were about to be gassed to death. The 
powerful smell of leather made the experience even more imme- 
diate. Jane and I were affected as well by the museum’s meticu- 
lous recreation of the process by which one town was transformed 
from a thriving, happy community to a barren one in which nearly 
all the residents were killed by the Nazis.” 

Eisner, who was in the midst of an unsuccessful effort to build 
an American history theme park in Northern Virginia at the time 
of his visit to the memorial, couldn’t resist casting an analytic eye 
to the facility. He noted with favor the “contrast to the static 
exhibits at so many museums,” including those devoted to early 
American presidents. The Holocaust Museum used “a truly multi- 
media approach to history,” he wrote. “The museum’s creators 
used many of the dramatic tools and techniques that Walt Disney 
had pioneered—film, animation, music, voice-over narration—in 
this case to recreate and evoke the horror of the Holocaust.” 

If Eisner did not embrace his Judaism, neither did he appear to 
have been drawn to any other belief systems. The single reference 
he made to “divine intervention” in his autobiography was when 
the outdoor premiere of Pocahontas in New York’s Central Park 
was not rained out. Neither was he attracted by any New Age 
beliefs, despite the later charges of his religious critics. That infat- 
uation, common in Hollywood, “passed me by,” he wrote; a din- 
ner party with New Age guru and public television star Deepak 
Chopra left him unimpressed. In a July 2, 2001, article in the New 
York Times that dealt with a public relations blunder made by 
Time Warner during a cable television dispute with Disney, Eis- 
ner told reporter Seth Schiesel, “I almost became religious. It was 
like a gift.” 
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Thinking he might not survive surgery following a heart attack 
in July 1994, Eisner told his wife and two of his three sons at his 
bedside that, if he died, his wife should not buy a new house and 
that he wanted to be buried above ground. But he recalled saying 
nothing about a rabbi or a Jewish funeral. Later, he received an 
emotional, ten-page letter from Larry McMurtry, reflecting on the 
Texas novelist’s own heart surgery. Eisner wrote back with his 
postbypass thoughts about mortality: 


I am different. My life has a finite sense to it, and there is cer- 
tainly a hollowness that comes with such realizations. I try 
not to think about it, but I think about it all the time. .. . When 
all is said and done, I do feel in the hollow of this new life 
one strange thing that you do not mention. I feel one positive. 
I feel one rush that offsets all the feelings you related. I feel 
one enormous explosion which I haven’t felt since my first 
son was born. I died. And I know what that is. Although I feel 
the ceiling of death, at the same time I accept death for the 
first time and even look at it without fear. Death has always 
been for me the feeling of air turbulence, hitting the shoulder 
of the highway. . . . Not now. It simply is. I have been there 
and it was okay. 


For much of his tenure as head of the entertainment giant, Eis- 
ner was lauded, and not just for the fat years of exponential earn- 
ings and rises in the stock price. “Eisner turned out to be more Walt 
than Walt,” Jim Collins and Jerry Porras wrote in Built to Last: 
Successful Habits of Visionary Companies. “Eisner understood 
and appreciated—indeed, had unabashed enthusiasm for—the 
Disney values.” But in December 2003, Roy Disney resigned his 
positions as Disney’s vice chairman and head of feature animation, 
with a blast at Michael Eisner’s leadership. Together with longtime 
ally Stanley Gold, Disney called on Eisner to resign from the com- 
pany (the two also supported Katzenberg’s departure in 1994). The 
feud between Disney and Eisner had been brewing for years, so the 
action was not especially surprising. Things had gotten so bad by 
late 2003 that Eisner tried to block Disney from attending a screen- 
ing of ideas for upcoming animated films, according to a January 
12, 2004, article in Fortune magazine. What was surprising was 
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the bitterness of Roy’s parting statement and, to me, its almost 
theological language. Among the things the company had lost 
under Eisner in the past decade, Walt’s nephew charged, was its 
“heritage.” Eisner, Roy wrote, had allowed the perception to 
develop on the part of “‘all our stakeholders—consumers, investors, 
employees, distributors and suppliers—that the Company is rapa- 
cious, soul-less and always looking for the ‘quick buck.’ ” In a sub- 
sequent filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission, Roy 
Disney cited the company’s “cultural decay” under Eisner. The 
language sounded familiar. “I believe that our mission has always 
been to be bringers of joy, to be the affirmers of the good in each 
of us, to be in subtle ways—teachers,” he wrote on his Web site, 
www.savedisney.com. 

Ata tumultuous stockholders’ meeting in Philadelphia on March 
3, 2004, Eisner received a 43 percent no-confidence vote. He kept 
his job as CEO but gave up his position as board chairman. 


Jeffrey Katzenberg, a decade younger than Michael Eisner, 
grew up just six blocks away from his future boss, also on Park 
Avenue and also the son of privilege. The son of a stockbroker, 
Katzenberg’s family money was newer than Eisner’s, and there 
was much less of it. Jeffrey attended Fieldston, a private Bronx 
high school, and went to Camp Kennebec in Maine, founded in 
1907, which today calls itself “the Harvard of camps.” However, 
at the age of thirteen, Katzenberg was thrown out of the camp for 
playing poker for M&M candies. A young man in a hurry, he spent 
one year at New York University until he dropped out to join the 
administration of Mayor John Lindsay, a liberal Republican. Ulti- 
mately, politics gave way to show business, and Katzenberg grav- 
itated to Paramount, where he worked under Eisner. Katzenberg 
came over to Disney in 1984, where he enjoyed great success, 
especially in his oversight of animated features such as The Little 
Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, and The Lion King. 

Katzenberg left Disney in 1994, after Eisner refused his demand 
to be promoted to company president following the death of Frank 
Wells in a helicopter crash. Eisner has given several reasons for his 
decision, most having to do with what he saw as Katzenberg’s 
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immaturity, brashness, and naked, unbridled ambition. In Work in 
Progress, Eisner recounted an appearance Katzenberg made at an 
industry gathering in Sun Valley, Idaho, earlier in 1994. “As 
always, he was aggressive and outspoken, but he also interrupted 
the other speakers and cracked bad jokes. I felt that he was repre- 
senting Disney poorly, especially for someone who wanted to be 
president of the company.” However, there may be something 
more, something in this passage that reflected the social rift 
between descendants of New York’s German Jewish community, 
most of whom arrived in the United States in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, and those from Eastern Europe who arrived in the twentieth 
century. German Jews fancied themselves as cultured, prosperous, 
restrained, and assimilated by the time their Eastern European 
cousins arrived at the city’s docks—often after crossing the ocean 
in steerage. For some German Jews the poor, uneducated new- 
comers were an embarrassment. Many of the Eastern Europeans 
started with nothing and scratched their way into the middle 
class—and beyond. One intriguing interpretation, while entirely 
speculative, is that, at its root, this cultural divide contributed to 
Eisner’s disinclination to promote Katzenberg. 


In the middle and late 1990s, when Michael Eisner and the Walt 
Disney Company came into conflict with conservative Christian 
groups, including the Southern Baptist Convention (see chapter 
37), Jeffrey Katzenberg charted an entirely different course. As a 
partner with film director Steven Spielberg and music producer 
David Geffen in the new studio DreamWorks SKG, Katzenberg 
chose as his first major project an animated feature based on the 
life of Moses, called The Prince of Egypt. In numerous newspaper 
interviews, Katzenberg credited his two DreamWorks partners 
with giving him the idea for the film, and for suggesting the best 
way to approach making it. He told Lloyd Grove, writing in the 
November 29, 1998, Washington Post, that he was discussing pos- 
sible animation projects with his partners when Spielberg sug- 
gested he do The Ten Commandments. “I thought of the man 
Moses,” Katzenberg told Grove. “When Steven said The Ten Com- 
mandments .. . | thought of an incredible, incredible story of a 
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remarkable man—an innocent, Everyman, a sense of humbleness 
and humility, who didn’t see himself having the wherewithal, who 
never thought of himself or felt the strength of being a leader. Cho- 
sen, not wanting to be chosen. Who then rises to a level of extra- 
ordinary, extraordinary leadership and heroism. And so for me 
that’s an exciting story. He’s a hero.” Katzenberg told Cindy Pearl- 
man, writing in the December 13, 1998, Chicago Sun-Times, that 
the thing he remembered most about the Moses narrative was that 
it was “a story any of us could identify with because we’re all 
flawed—especially me. But we all wish that within us is the abil- 
ity to do something great.” 

Then what Katzenberg calls “the greatest piece of professional 
advice that I’ ve gotten from anybody” —as he told the Washington 
Post’s Grove and seemingly every other reporter he spoke with— 
came from his DreamWorks partner David Geffen. “David said, 
‘Okay, I think it’s a great idea and I urge you to make the movie. 
However, when you were at Disney you’d make a movie like The 
Little Mermaid and you'd stick any old happily-ever-after ending 
onto that movie and everybody would think, oh, isn’t that cute, 
isn’t that nice. .. . But for this story, when you do it, you must be 
very faithful to the material. You must be accurate. You must get 
it right. I’m now going to say four words to you. Please make sure 
you listen to them carefully, Jeffrey: You don’t know anything!’” 

In an unprecedented effort, Katzenberg reached out to hundreds 
of religious leaders and scholars from a spectrum of faiths—Jew- 
ish, Christian, and Muslim—to make certain that DreamWorks got 
the story right. Katzenberg’s reach stretched from Jewish scholars 
and rabbis as far away as Jerusalem to cardinals in the Vatican. 
Hundreds of evangelical and fundamentalist Christian leaders 
from around the United States were also involved. In years past, 
film producers brought in religious leaders to screen films, a pro 
forma exercise, usually just before release—and too late to make 
any changes. Not this time. Nearly three years before the film’s 
release, DreamWorks began inviting and paying for groups of reli- 
gious leaders to attend daylong briefings at the company’s facili- 
ties at Universal Studios in Los Angeles. During the meetings, 
Katzenberg’s assistants used storyboards to outline the movie’s 
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plot, displayed sketches of the characters, and showed thirty-five 
minutes of rough animation. Leaders were asked for a frank cri- 
tique after these sessions, and they voiced some concerns. Many 
of the movie’s elements were considered, from the grand to the 
trivial: what the voice of God should sound like, how much of the 
Exodus story should be covered, whether to show Pharaoh’s back- 
side or nubile maidens bathing Moses. One participant thought 
ending the film with the crossing of the Red Sea eliminated some 
of the strongest religious experiences, including Moses receiving 
the Ten Commandments. Katzenberg said the crossing of the Red 
Sea was a logical dramatic climax to the film. However, about fifty 
of the religious leaders’ suggestions were accepted, according to 
DreamWorks. But, most importantly, those involved said they got 
a fair hearing. Jack Shaheen, the author of Reel Bad Arabs: How 
Hollywood Vilifies a People, who had clashed with Katzenberg 
over Aladdin, said the experience with The Prince of Egypt was 
entirely different. Of course, you can’t please everyone. Even 
before the film was released there, some in Egypt called it “a work 
of Jewish revisionist history that distorts the golden age of Egypt- 
ian history” and was an example of “a Jewish-dominated Holly- 
wood .. . yet again showing bias against Arabs and Muslims,” 
according to the April 17, 1999, Guardian of London. 

“No one has ever done this before,” former PBS movie critic 
Michael Medved told me for an article that appeared in the 
Orlando Sentinel of April 10, 1998. “It’s precisely the type of 
reaching across dividing lines that America desperately needs.” 
Orthodox Rabbi Daniel Lapin, head of a Seattle group called 
Toward Tradition, agreed. “They really made an exemplary and 
good faith effort.” But he emphasized that he viewed the film “as 
entertainment, not religious instruction.” Conservative Christian 
leaders were equally appreciative. “They understand that if they're 
going to appeal to the Judeo-Christian audience and make this 
movie successful, they must be true to the biblical account,” said 
the Reverend Lou Sheldon, head of the Traditional Values Coali- 
tion in Washington, D.C. “The overall thrust of the story is true to 
the person of Moses, how God called him and how Moses 
responded.” The Reverend Jerry Falwell said that “Spielberg and 
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Katzenberg got this one right because they intended to,” predict- 
ing that the film would create an interest in the Bible. “Dream- 
Works has been very open to constructive criticism and has 
worked very hard to make this a positive contribution to American 
families,” he said. inels they do use hyperbole it does no dam- 
age to the message.” 

But was Katzenberg’s effort simply a marketing gimmick? Ted 
Baebr, chairman of the Christian Film and Television Commis- 
sion, worried that there was concern that the involvement of reli- 
gious leaders might backfire at the box office if people saw the 
movie as a propaganda vehicle or an effort to court conservative 
moviegoers. “I don’t think there’s any danger of that,” said 
Medved, who is Jewish and has written extensively on the cultural 
politics of Hollywood. “This goes way beyond a marketing ploy. 
What Jeffrey has done is to demonstrate that respect, inclusive- 
ness, and diversity . . . do not mean selling your soul to the reli- 
gious Right.” 

But others were not so sure. “They want to capitalize on reli- 
gion—because religion is hot—but they don’t want to offend,” 
said Todd Gitlin, author of The Twilight of Common Dreams: Why 
America Is Wracked by Culture Wars. In an interview following 
the film’s release, Gitlin noted that some of the same evangelical 
and fundamentalist Christians DreamWorks consulted had at 
about that time been vociferous in criticizing the content of Dis- 
ney films and Disney-owned ABC-TV shows, books, and person- 
nel policies. 

The Prince of Egypt’s producer, Penny Finkelman Cox, said the 
consultations did nothing to compromise the filmmaking process. 
“There was no reason not to accommodate them,” she told the Los 
Angeles Times in 1998, and her response made sense to Christian 
leaders. “Whenever someone wants to deal with issues that are of 
extreme importance to a faith community, it just makes good sense 
to try to get the input of that community in order to not needlessly 
offend them,” said the Reverend Richard Land, head of the South- 
ern Baptist Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commis- 
sion, which was at that time spearheading his denomination’s 
boycott of Disney. “Clearly,” he said, “there is an enormous mar- 
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ket out there for entertainment that affirms the basic values of the 
faith community, and that is wholesome viewing for the whole 
family.” 

As it turned out, the release of The Prince of Egypt—which told 
the story of the first Passover—in December 1998 was almost 
coincident with the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah. But rabbis in the 
Orlando area at least, where Disney World is located, were not 
concerned about any confusion, pointing out that Hanukkah is a 
minor holiday that has been inflated in the United States simply 
because it occurs at the same time of the year as Christmas. “I 
don’t think it’s a bad thing at all,” said Rabbi Alan Londy, then in 
the pulpit of Temple Israel in Orlando. “The primary story of the 
Jewish people is the leaving of Egypt. Anything that educates the 
pop culture about that is a good thing.” Congregations heeded one 
of the studio’s slogans: “Let my people go—to see this movie.” 
During Hanukkah, the Congregation of Liberal Judaism, a 
Reform temple in Orlando, joined other area synagogues and the 
Jewish Community Center of Greater Orlando to rent a theater for 
a group showing of The Prince of Egypt. Rabbi Steven Engel, the 
congregation’s spiritual leader, said Passover and Hanukkah have 
similar themes. “There is a message of congruity between the 
two,” he said, “and that is the message of religious freedom.” 
Rabbi Sholom Dubov of Congregation Ahavas Yisrael, an Ortho- 
dox congregation in Maitland, Florida, lauded DreamWorks for 
creating the animated feature. “It’s a great thing,” he said. “It’s 
very bold for them to take a story such as this and make use of 
modern techniques to tell it.’ Rabbi Merrill Shapiro of Congre- 
gation Beth Am in Longwood agreed that the movie was unlikely 
to overshadow Hanukkah, although “it wouldn’t be such a bad 
thing if it happened.” 

The Christmas season often is associated with three wise men 
from the East bringing gifts for Jesus. In 1998, the three Jewish 
moguls who run DreamWorks hoped their Hollywood creation 
also would be prized by Christians. The relationships that 
Katzenberg and DreamWorks forged with evangelical leaders 
paid off. Ancillary marketing included gospel versions of the 
soundtrack on CD. The Reverend Howard Edington of Orlando’s 
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First Presbyterian Church was one of the religious leaders who 
attended an early screening in Hollywood, a session that also 
included Campus Crusade for Christ founders Bill and Vonette 
Bright. A month before the release, Edington flew to Miami to 
meet with Katzenberg and others involved in making the film. As 
a result of his trips, Edington preached five successive sermons 
on the subject of Moses and The Prince of Egypt, calling it an 
“astounding accomplishment” and “‘a wonderful movie” that he 
urged all church members to see. First Presbyterian also rented a 
theater for a showing of the film, in hopes of making it a com- 
mercial success. “I’m pushing this movie,” Edington acknowl- 
edged, “but this is worth pushing because of the potential it can 
have on what Hollywood produces. .. . Our society needs the rip- 
ple effect created by a wonderfully positive movie.” Robert 
Knight, then cultural affairs director for the conservative Family 
Research Council, said he had been invited from Washington, 
D.C., to Los Angeles to preview and react to the film, which he 
liked. Knight told the Washington Post that Katzenberg’s politi- 
cal outreach operation was “first-class.” 

Several newspapers dubbed the feature “The Zion King,” a 
pun on the Disney smash hit The Lion King, suggesting the rela- 
tionship between the Pharaoh Rameses I and Moses was an ana- 
log to that of Eisner and Katzenberg—which Katzenberg laughed 
off. What he refused to laugh off, or respond to, were questions 
about his own faith. By contrast with Eisner, Katzenberg main- 
tains a higher Jewish profile in Southern California. He is a mem- 
ber of Temple Emanuel in Beverly Hills, where his children 
attended religious school and had their b’nai mitzvahs. He told 
one reporter that his rabbi helped him get over his anger follow- 
ing his departure from Disney. (On the other hand, he worked 
through the High Holidays to complete Aladdin, according to the 
January 4, 1999, Jerusalem Report.) In Los Angeles, Katzen- 
berg’s name appears on lists of donors to Jewish and Israeli 
causes. He served as cochairman of a $10,000-a-person fundrais- 
ing event for Aish HaTorah, an Orthodox group building a facil- 
ity in predominantly Arab East Jerusalem, and is a backer of the 
Museum of Tolerance, a Holocaust exhibit. In 1999, the Ameri- 
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can Jewish Committee honored him for his humanitarian and 
charitable contributions. 

But Katzenberg was adamant when questioned about what role 
his own Judaism played in his decision to make The Prince of 
Egypt with Geffen and Spielberg. “Being Jewish isn’t why we 
made this movie,” he told the Jerusalem Report in the same 1999 
article. Also typical were his responses to questions from Jeff 
Simon, film critic for the Buffalo News, in an interview that 
appeared on December 13, 1998. Simon started off the telephone 
interview with what he acknowledged was a tough question. “The 
old Hollywood studio heads seemed, by general consensus, to be 
a little bit afraid of their own Judaism,” Simon said. “They kept 
their religion out of their movies by and large. Not you. And 
despite the universality, certainly not here. Could you talk a little 
about the change?” 

Katzenberg wouldn’t bite. “I only know how to answer these 
kinds of questions one way, and that is honestly, and I can tell you 
that really wasn’t a factor in wanting to tell the story. . .. For me, 
I wanted to tell the story of aman. That’s what captivated me—not 
my heritage, not my personal connections.” Simon tried to ask the 
same question about Jewish influence another way, but Katzenberg 
held firm. “I can’t answer for other people. I really have to be hon- 
est with you. I have no perspective on that. I think there’s this 
notion outside of Hollywood that those in Hollywood are very 
reserved or guarded or lacking in the importance of faith in their 
life. I don’t see that to be the case. I don’t think empirical infor- 
mation would prove that to be the case. I just don’t feel that way.” 

The Orlando Sentinel’s Jay Boyar had a similar experience with 
the DreamWorks executive. “Katzenberg did something unusual,” 
the movie critic recalled. “He offered himself up for an interview, 
as if he were one of the film’s creators. But then he refused to take 
any personal responsibility for the origin and shape of the spiritual 
content. To me this makes no sense.” 


Chapter Twenty-One 


The Little Mermaid (1989): 
Upward Mobility 


As the beloved movie that launched a hundred thousand lunch 
boxes, that gave its title character’s name to uncounted now- 
teenaged girls, and that began the modern merger of the animated 
feature and the Broadway musical, The Little Mermaid is a film 
any writer approaches with caution. As if all that is not daunting 
enough, the production was a resounding critical and commercial 
success, beginning the Michael Eisner/Jeffrey Katzenberg anima- 
tion era for Disney. It also marked the emergence of more active, 
assertive young women at the center of the studio’s narrative. To 
be sure, the change embodied by The Little Mermaid 1s, at best, 
incremental. “Ariel resembles most of Disney’s other heroines, in 
that she represents royalty, lives in a male-dominated world, and 
ultimately finds fulfillment through marriage to a prince,” accord- 
ing to Janet Wasko, in Understanding Disney. The critical differ- 
ence is how the character finds that fulfillment. 

The Little Mermaid is the start of a saga about intermarriage. On 
the surface—and below—t is about a girl with fins and a boy with 
legs who fall in love. Ariel, youngest daughter of King Triton, ruler 
of the sea, is enamored with all things human. She prowls ship- 
wrecks and salvages artifacts from the ocean floor, sometimes dar- 
ing to spy on passing, nineteenth-century sailing ships. These 
activities enrage her father, who fears that her explorations among 
the sea-dwellers’ natural enemies will leave her “snared by some 
fish-eater’s hook.’”’ Humans are barbarians, he thunders, dismiss- 
ing the species wholesale. Ariel—whose name appears in at least 
five books of the Old Testament—snaps that they are not barbar- 
ians, that she is sixteen years old and no longer a child, and that 
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she can make her own decisions. As long as she lives under Tri- 
ton’s ocean, the king says, the teenager wil] obey his rules, and she 
will never return to the surface. This is an argument meant to res- 
onate with fathers and daughters on the other side of the screen— 
and it does. 

Ariel has been collecting her finds in a cavern, which is almost 
a shrine to civilization above the water line. On one wall, as Dan 
Brown points out in his blockbuster novel The Da Vinci Code, is 
George de la Tour’s The Penitent Magdalene, a portrait of Mary 
Magdalene cast out. The mermaid says that she cannot see how a 
world that makes such wonderful things could be bad, a common 
but flawed understanding of materialism and its relation to culture. 
What a society makes is no indicator of its goodness. Ariel sings, 
longingly, that she wants to be part of the human world, to be with 
people, to watch them dance, to walk in the sun, and to read books. 
In such a land, she believes, parents will not reprimand their 
daughters—a line that must have provoked thousands of hoots and 
pokes in the ribs. 

The light of fireworks above the water draws Ariel back to the 
surface, this time to observe a shipboard birthday celebration for 
Eric, a handsome prince with no parents. As the multiracial crew 
sings and dances, a councilor reminds Eric that the people of his 
kingdom are ready for him to settle down. The prince does not 
object, but he insists that he believes in love at first sight, and will 
know when he finds the right girl. A storm comes up suddenly, and 
a bolt of lightning sets the ship afire. Out of control, the vessel 
breaks up on the rocks not far from shore. The crew jumps over- 
board, but in the confusion Eric sees that his sheepdog has been 
left behind on the burning deck. He returns to rescue his pet, an act 
of bravery Ariel witnesses. So Eric is handsome, young, royal, sin- 
gle, an animal lover—and a hero. Naturally, the little mermaid 1s a 
goner, flippers or no. The prince’s successful effort to save his dog 
exhausts him, and he sinks below the surface, giving Ariel an 
opportunity to rescue him and to bring him to the beach. He regains 
consciousness enough to see her face and to hear her sing to him. 
Now he is a goner too. 

Ariel’s new infatuation soon becomes apparent to her sisters, 
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and then to her father. All assume that she has settled on a merman, 
one of her own kind, and they are happy for her. But when Sebas- 
tian the crab—who sings memorably of how idyllic life is under 
the sea—reveals Prince Eric’s identity, King Triton explodes. 
Humans are all the same, he says, “spineless, savage, harpooning, 
fish-eaters—incapable of any feeling.” Ariel says that she only 
tried to save a drowning man. Her father replies that she should 
have let him die, which would have left “one less human to worry 
about.” At this point in the story, Eleanor Byrne and Martin 
McQuillan wrote in Deconstructing Disney, the outcome is 
instantly telegraphed: “Triton will inevitably learn his lesson, 
recant his ill-founded prejudice and not only come to accept his 
daughter’s love for Prince Eric but also use his magic powers to 
give Ariel legs so that she might become human too.” Not for about 
forty minutes, however. The mermaid lets slip that this discussion 
comes too late, that she is in love with the boy, prompting her 
father to use his magic trident to destroy every human artifact in 
her cave. This is a tirade that speaks to the inexplicable fascination 
that girls and young women sometimes have for boys and young 
men from different races, religions, natioris, and cultures—not to 
mention the forbidden attraction of classic “bad boys.” It is a 
durable and appealing construct, as Disney learned in 1984 with 
its hit live-action version of this story, Splash, its first PG-13 film, 
released under the Touchstone label. 

Into the story comes Ursula the Sea Witch, the most grotesque 
characterization that Disney writers and animators have created 
for a female villain up to now. To begin with, she is fat and old, 
rarely a good combination for a woman in these stories. And she 
doesn’t talk; she brays. The official Disney explanation is that she 
is based on the Norma Desmond character in the classic film Sun- 
set Boulevard. In fact, she was modeled on the modern drag queen 
Divine, according to the film’s directing animator, Reuben 
Acquino, cited in From Mouse to Mermaid. The hints she drops 
early in The Little Mermaid suggest a previous experience in King 
Triton’s court not unlike that of Lucifer in heaven. For some rea- 
son, never explained in the movie, Ursula was banished or exiled 
from the castle. From her own dark realm, and with the help of two 
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eel spies, the witch observes Ariel’s growing love for Eric and her 
corresponding conflict with Triton. In this, she spots an opportu- 
nity to add to her “garden,” which is composed of sea creatures 
who failed to keep their bargain with Ursula and, for this trans- 
gression, were turned into forlorn kelp. The eels lure Ariel with the 
promise of bringing her to “someone who can make your dreams 
come true.” Ursula offers Ariel a deal. For three days, Ariel will 
have legs, but in exchange she will have to give the witch her 
voice. If the mermaid can get the prince to give her a kiss of true 
love before sunset on the third day, Ariel can stay on land and wed. 
However, if she fails, the mermaid must join Ursula’s garden. Ariel 
is smart enough to grasp that, even if she succeeds, she will fail. 
Becoming human could mean that she never sees her father or sis- 
ters again. Right, Ursula says, “life is full of tough choices.” This 
has often been the fate of those who marry outside of their faith or 
culture. Still, Ariel agrees, and she is deposited onto the shore. 

On the strand nearby, Prince Eric is wondering if he will ever 
find the beautiful girl with the beautiful voice who saved his life. 
With help of his dog, he does indeed find Ariel, who seems to be 
mute. Ariel moves to the young man’s seaside castle, and appears 
to be heading to the altar, until Ursula transforms herself into a 
beautiful young woman with the little mermaid’s own sweet voice. 
Ursula’s plan is to use the captive Ariel as leverage to regain her 
power over Triton. Things are made right between the mermaid 
and the prince, and the true lovers are reunited, but the sun sets 
before they can kiss. Ursula attempts to claim her winnings, and a 
titanic struggle ensues. King Triton, finally acknowledging the 
legitimacy of his daughter’s love for the human, sacrifices his 
power to spare his daughter. Prince Eric, however, destroys the 
witch, and both the sea dwellers and the human beings attend the 
wedding of Ariel and Eric. 


“J have an exercise that J do with kids all the time after they see 
The Little Mermaid,” said Rabbi Daniel M. Wolpe of the South- 
west Orlando Jewish Congregation, a fan and student of Disney. “I 
ask them what the movie has to say about intermarriage. Usually, 
they all give the ‘American’ view—it doesn’t matter what makes 
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you different as long as you love each other. Then [ point out that, 
intentionally or not, the movie actually gives a more Jewish 
answer—Ariel converts. There is an understanding that differ- 
ences of culture, faith, and traditions can create barriers to a suc- 
cessful relationship. And since Prince Eric cannot ‘convert’ to 
mermaidism, she converts.” 

As anyone (like me) with experience with intermarriage can tes- 
tify, the wedding ceremony is only the first of the challenges the 
couple will face. In the case of the little mermaid and her prince, a 
straight-to-video sequel fleshes out what this kind of relationship 
means, even under the best of circumstances. In The Little Mer- 
maid II: The Return to the Sea, the couple has a child, named 
Melody. For her own safety, they tell their daughter nothing about 
her mother’s mermaid heritage. Yet something pulls the twelve- 
year-old Melody toward the sea, so much that she sometimes pre- 
tends she has fins. When she learns the truth about her watery 
background, the girl resents her mother for keeping it from her. 
Ariel tries to explain to the rebellious preteen that her parents hid 
her background only to protect the girl, which they now realize 
was a mistake. In contrast to Rabbi Wolpe’s view, the sequel ends 
with an agreement that the girl will try to live in two worlds, since 
“it doesn’t matter if you have fins or feet.” It is not always possi- 
ble to split the difference—or ignore the differences. If only life 
were that simple. 

Academic skeptics notwithstanding, The Little Mermaid does 
speak to more than the issue of intermarriage. It represents the 
beginning of a seismic shift in Disney’s animated features, under 
Eisner and Katzenberg, in the way young women are portrayed. In 
contrast to her predecessors, Ariel acts rather than being acted on. 
She makes decisions and takes risks. Yes, she is a spoiled royal and 
her success is defined by her marriage to a prince. But Ariel needs 
to be seen in what will be an evolutionary context, that is, in light 
of the characters that will follow her to the screen in the next two 
decades: Beauty and the Beast’s Belle, Pocahontas, Mulan, and 
Lilo. In this, Disney is an indicator—if a trailing one—of the 
changing role of women in the West. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


Beauty and the Beast (1991): Feminism, 
Transformation, and Redemption 


Oadly, for a studio that has done as much as any other in Holly- 
wood to equate beauty with goodness, Disney makes the opposite 
argument in Beauty and the Beast—at least conditionally. The 
movie wraps this proposition in an instructive tale of a short- 
sighted, inhospitable host. (Most, if not all, religious traditions 
urge hospitality toward strangers. According to Jewish tradition, 
Sodom’s sin was not the sexual act it came to represent; rather, it 
was the inhospitable treatment its people gave to the city’s visitors. 
Jesus urged the welcoming of strangers, and there is the advice in 
Hebrews 13:2, that strangers should be treated hospitably, since 
“by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”) 

Beauty and the Beast’s opening narration explains that there 
was once a young, French prince who had everything he could 
want (except, apparently, parents), yet he was still spoiled, selfish, 
and unkind. On a bitterly cold winter’s night, an old beggar woman 
comes to his castle, offering a rose in exchange for shelter. The 
young man, portrayed in an illustration as a sixteenth-century 
nobleman wearing a crown topped by a small cross, turns her 
away. His reason for this ungenerous and inhospitable act is sim- 
ply that he is repulsed by her appearance. Giving him one more 
chance, the crone warns the prince that he should not be deceived 
by appearances, that true beauty comes from within. Rejected 
again for her ugliness, the woman is transformed into a stunning 
enchantress. She will not accept the prince’s apology, because she 
sees that there is no love in his heart. Instead, the woman pro- 
nounces a curse on the man. She changes him into a frightening, 
burly, furry beast and casts a spell on the prince’s castle and all that 
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reside there. The Beast is devastated, and hides his monstrous form 
in the castle, a magic hand mirror providing his only glimpse at the 
outside world. According to the spell, the beggar’s rose will bloom 
until the prince’s twenty-first birthday. If before that day he can 
learn to love another, and win another’s love before the flower’s 
last petal falls, the curse will be lifted. Failure means he -will 
remain a beast forever. No one knows better than the prince how 
difficult it will be to find someone so extraordinary that she will be 
able to overlook—much less love—such a frightening visage. Nat- 
urally, he becomes despondent. 

In the nearby village there is just such an extraordinary and 
beautiful young woman, named Belle, who is literally centuries 
ahead of her time. She is a reader, and a fast one at that, with a 
weakness for fairy tales filled with sword fights, magic spells, and 
disguised princes. When not caring for her inventor-father—again, 
there is no mother in this family—Belle longs for something 
beyond her predictable, provincial life. She has no interest in a 
match with the handsome but empty-headed Gaston, the village’s 
best hunter, mainly because of his “positively primeval” view of 
women’s place in domestic life. “It’s not right for a woman to 
read,” he proclaims. “Soon she starts getting ideas, thinking.” The 
only reason Gaston wants to marry Belle is because she is the most 
beautiful girl in the village, nothing more. He is so certain that she 
will agree that he sets up a wedding ceremony, complete with 
priest, outside her door before she even agrees to marry him. When 
she refuses, Gaston is both dumbstruck and humiliated. In this and 
other respects, “Beauty and the Beast is a men’s movement 
response to feminist nagging,” according to Matt Roth, writing in 
the March 1996 issue of the film journal Jump Cut. 

As a character, Gaston is an anomaly in a number of ways, a 
transgressive figure. A sunny, virile young man and an excellent 
huntsman, he is also a villain, which goes against the Disney grain. 
(Female antagonists in early Disney features, beginning with the 
evil queen in Snow White, have been dark beauties.) And despite 
Gaston’s determined pursuit of Belle and his attraction to the vil- 
lage girls, some critics see a subtext of stereotypical gay narcis- 
sism in his portrayal. “He is the epitome of camp,” Roth wrote. 
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“He is only truly interested in male gazes, and blossoms in the 
midst of his all-male lodge, where he sings a show-stopper cele- 
brating his own masculinity.” Andreas Deja, an animator on the 
film who is openly gay, said he patterned Gaston on “preening 
West Hollywood muscle clones” he would see at the gym, accord- 
ing to Disney: The Mouse Betrayed, by Peter Schweizer and 
Rochelle Schweizer. 

Belle’s eccentric and easily befuddled father, Maurice, inno- 
cently stumbles into the Beast’s castle, enraging the creature. 
Demonstrating that he has learned little from the experience that 
has cursed his life, beyond self-interest, the Beast throws the old 
man into the dungeon. After all, it is not the love of a white-haired 
man that can break the spell. Belle rushes to the castle, where only 
the girl’s offer to exchange herself for her father’s freedom molli- 
fies the Beast—whose appearance repels her. The castle’s servants, 
transformed into talking furniture and kitchenware by the spell, rec- 
ognize that the girl probably represents their master’s last chance to 
return things (and them) back to normal. As explosive and savage 
as he has become, the Beast also acknowledges the situation, but he 
despairs of his prospects: “‘She’l] never see me as anything but a 
monster.” The Beast is able to change at least the tone of their rela- 
tionship by risking his life to save the girl from a savage attack by 
wolves during an escape attempt. Belle nurses him back to health 
out of gratitude and, after several false starts, he begins an intellec- 
tual seduction. It is a frankly self-interested process, although in the 
midst of it, the Beast does seem to change. “I’ ve never felt this way 
about anyone,” he says, before throwing open his library to her. As 
the creature evolves, Belle’s feelings toward him change as well. 
She wonders, in a song, why she hasn’t noticed his transformation 
from being “mean, coarse, and unrefined” to someone “sweet, 
almost kind and dear.” The Beast observes that she no longer recoils 
from his appearance. Of course, Belle has not lost her sight or sense, 
and admits that he is no Prince Charming. 

For all her good feelings toward the Beast, Belle misses her 
father terribly. The Beast magnanimously releases her from her 
promise to remain with him forever and sends her off. With the last 
few petals of the enchanted rose about to drop, this sacrifice has 
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tremendous significance, with eternal consequences. “I love her,” 
he explains. Back in the village, Belle learns that the spurned Gas- 
ton has had her father locked up and will not free him unless she 
agrees to marry him. She refuses this bargain, and Gaston blames 
the Beast, leading a mob of townsfolk to the castle to kill him. The 
villagers sing, “We don’t like what we don’t understand, in fact it 
scares us.” (CBS anchorman Dan Rather, in a column written for 
the March 22, 1992, Los Angeles Times saw Beauty and the Beast 
as an AIDS allegory. Think of the Beast’s spell as a metaphor for 
the disease “with the same arbitrary and harshly abbreviated limi- 
tations on time, and you feel the Beast’s loneliness and despera- 
tion a little more deeply. He’s just a guy trying as hard as he can to 
find a little meaning—a little love, a little beauty—while he’s still 
got a little life left.”) 

The battle between the two rivals is unequal, as the Beast at first 
refuses to unleash his fury. In the ensuing struggle, Gaston stabs 
the Beast in the back, apparently killing him, but the hunter falls 
to his death from a high parapet. Belle weeps over the Beast’s 
body, and as the last rose petal falls, she utters the magic words: “I 
love you.” Multicolored beams of light shoot down from the sky, 
lifting the Beast’s inert body, resurrecting him and returning him 
to human form. Only when she looks into the prince’s blue eyes (a 
mirror to his inner beauty?) is Belle convinced that the two beings 
are one and the same. Beauty and the Beast’s subversion of the tra- 
ditional aesthetic goes only so far. At the film’s conclusion, the 
Beast does turn into a typical Prince Charming—an auburn-haired 
hunk resembling the model Fabio—the castle and its servants are 
restored, the music plays, and the grand ball commences. 

In addition to its view of aesthetics, Beauty and the Beast con- 
tains some other narrative evolutions for Disney animated fea- 
tures, reflecting a growing sophistication. Dead and dying animals, 
shot by Gaston, appear on-screen in this feature. The villain Gas- 
ton appears to perish at the end of the film. A very different kind 
of sexuality also makes an appearance in this movie, although in 
passing. Gaston’s empty-headed, young female admirers are por- 
trayed with large breasts and low-cut dresses (in contrast to Belle’s 
more modest neckline). A street vendor in the village pays a bit too 
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much attention to the ample décolletage of a pretty, middle-aged 
customer, prompting a conk on the head with a rolling pin from his 
homely wife. Behind the curtain in the Beast’s castle, the cande- 
labra seems to be frolicking with the feather duster, a dalliance that 
continues when both are turned back into servant and maid. This 
is a long way from the stork bringing baby Dumbo to the circus. 


“This tale helps to forward the image of unloved and unhappy 
white men who need kindness and affection, rather than criticism 
and reform, in order to become their ‘true’ selves again,” wrote 
Susan Jeffords in From Mouse to Mermaid. “Beauty and the Beast 
is more than just a ‘don’t judge a book by its cover’ morality play 
that characterized so many of it predecessors. For Belle is, for all 
intents and purposes, a Disney Feminist. And Gaston is a Male 
Chauvinist Pig, the kind that would turn the women of any prime- 
time talk show audience into beasts themselves. . . . The Beast is 
The New Man, the one who can transform himself from the hard- 
ened, muscle-bound, domineering man of the ’80s into the con- 
siderate, loving, and self-sacrificing man of the ’90s.” 

For children and adolescents, parents might want to use Beauty 
and the Beast to begin a serious discussion about the way appear- 
ance affects the way we see people. As a complement, or maybe as 
an antidote, I’d also have them watch DreamWorks’s Shrek. In this 
great “anti-Disney film,” the heroine gives up her conventional 
beauty for love, becoming a green-skinned “beast’”—with no 
regrets. Children can be incredibly cruel to peers, based on physi- 
cal appearance. This is particularly true when these instincts are 
reinforced every day by media and popular culture and—worst of 
all—advertising that exalts aesthetic perfection, something unat- 
tainable for most. Having a beast turn into a handsome prince 1s an 
easy sell. But what about schoolmates who are not thin, or blond, 
or who don’t have skin like unblemished porcelain? How should 
they be treated? If not angels, might not they become valued 
friends, or even dates? The next time a son or daughter makes a 
disparaging remark about another’s looks, it might be helpful to 
ask how Belle might find the beauty in someone like that. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


Aladdin (1992): Encountering Islam 


For many Muslims in the United States and around the world, a sin- 
gle, offensive line of dialogue in Aladdin quickly obscured the hit 
movie’s moral messages. The pose in the film’s opening song, 
which habe an eas e , says he comes from a distant 


af vourSaririhie™ “ 
bari, but, hey, i's home - ae ie ete is the at eiot ‘Onental 
“other,” and such a blanket characterization of aregion and aculture 
smacks of ignorant ethnocentrism. There were early warning signs 
over the line. Howard Ashman, one of the songwriters, was “not 
unaware of the racist implication of the lyrics,” and submitted an 
alternative lyric, which was later used in video and DVD release, 
according to Henry A. Giroux in The Mouse That Roared. John Cul- 
hane of New York University, who wrote a book about the film, 
Aladdin: The Making of an Animated Film, said he also objected to 
the line when he screened an early cut, and was surprised when it 
was not taken out. “I never thought that would stay in the film,” he 
told Michael Precker of the Dallas Morning News on July 12, 1993. 
“If Aladdin makes one child slink out of the theater because he 
doesn’t feel as good about himself as the other kids, then they’ ve for- 
gotten what Walt Disney was all about.” During production, Jeffrey 
Katzenberg was concerned that a sequence involving a campy bit 
with the genie might be offensive to gays, according to Disney exec- 
utive Thomas Schumacher, who is openly gay. “Jeffrey asked if 
those [scenes] offended me—which might surprise people, because 
apparently we weren’t worried about offending Arabs,” he told the 
authors of Disney: The Mouse Betrayed. 
Disney reacted to the ensuing controversy as most corporations 
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do: first by dismissing the criticism until the complaints gained 
sufficient traction, and then backing down as little as possible. A 
studio spokesman rejected the initial complaints as nit-picking. 
But when the storm of protest from Arab American and Muslim 
American groups did not subside, and gained support in the media, 
Disney apologized. “In no way would we ever do something that 
would be insensitive to anyone,” Dick Cook, then Disney’s vice 
president for distribution, told Precker in a subsequent Dallas 
Morning News article (October 22, 1994). “So, on reflection, we 
changed it.” The line in the video version (and subsequent theatri- 
cal teeiisessb but not on the music aD) of the feature became: “It’s” 


in the New ie Times, the change was ° paaiee mon still 
unacceptable,” the paper wrote in a July 14, 1993, editorial. “To 
characterize an entire region with this sort of tongue-in-cheek 
bigotry, especially in a movie aimed at children, borders on bar- 
baric.” In any event, the fray demonstrated that the era of the 
acceptance of offhand stereotypes that stretched back decades was 
finally over. 
Lost, to some degree, in the controversy over that single line are 
a number of broader complaints, beginning with the first character 
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with every Oriental cliché, including sword swallowers, fire- 
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More important than the offensive lyric, wrote J ack Shaheen, pro- 
fessor of mass communications at Southern Illinois University, “the 


150 The Gospel according to Disney 


mispronunciation of Arab names in the film, the racial coding of 
ec age iainea 
~ actual written Arabic languag 1oved,” according to The 
Mouse That Roared. A nutabe ort times in Aladdin characters use 


mthtooreisiaceyv one Heese ceed : “By Allah,” 
se Allah.” Yet it is unlikely that writers and pro- 


ducers would feel so free to have Disney characters use the word 
“God” in this way. In a similar vein, trespassers in a forbidden trea- 
sure cave are referred to as “infidels.” Would the term “nonbeliev- 
ers” ever appear in a script? In a December 1992 column in the Los 
Angeles Times, Shaheen had a suggestion for Disney. The company, 
he wrote, might take a more respectful page from the script of 
Aladdin's Lamp, a 1907 silent film. Characters in that movie say, 
“Allah gives us the morning” and “Allah gives us the lovely day.” 
oe ar the most controversial ae isin 


are accused of stealing food. a Il have your serie fi a eae 

palace guard tells the boy, before he eseanes and Buvesu the bread 
he took to several slarying CHIE. t mé historica 
a ea is fair to wonder ee this is He one 
example of Muslim jurisprudence that should be highlighted for 
young viewers in the West. It is likely that these children (and their 
parents), most with no knowledge of Muslim or Arab history or 
culture, notice none of this. For them, Aladdin is simply a tour de 
force for the manic humor of Robin Williams, who voiced the 
character of the Genie. It also refines the winning formula for ani- 
mated features, in which the visuals and the story work for chil- 
dren, with more sophisticated jokes tossed in for adults. The moral 
messages are standard Disney issu 
Tramp. Aladdin, the poor, orphaned “street rat,” realizes that he 
should not continue masquerading as a prince, thanks to the Genie, 
in order to marry the sultan’s daughter. “I have to stop pretending 
I’m something I’m not,” he says. And girls like Jasmine should not 
be subjected to arranged marriages, or to contests. “I’m not a prize 
to be won,” she insists. 


Aladdin isa 


“It’s a marvelous picture,” Donald Bustany, president of the Los 
Angeles chapter of the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Com- 
mittee, told the Dallas Morning News. “But with all the good 
intentions, it’s still a racist picture.” Salam Al-Marayati, director 
of the Muslim Public Affairs Council in Los Angeles, agreed. “I 
don’t want my child to grow up with any self-hating sentiments,” 
he told ile News Service on pia 22mOo 3 oe 
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ney ioctl to make further amends 1 in aneniienennn t, 


vii ati there is aare room for eee As Aladdin and 
Jasmine prepare to climb bite oP ual thew cain 


~ ceremony. Comic images i pass ion ‘the cae sacailree a 
modern, religious Jew, the biblical Moses, and a pig. 


The Aladdin controversy proved to be round | of Disney’s clash 
with Islam and the Arab world. Round 2 reminded the company 
that globalism has a potential downside. In the late summer of 
1999, the government of Israel announced plans to open an exhibit 
at Epcot’s Millennium Village at Walt Disney World. Criticism of 
the exhibit began in the Middle East and soon spread to the United 
States. The 2,400-square-foot display was Pata of a aegis 
World Showcase pavilion, involving tv -three countri 
as, denatedktonhowiiwoidoruadlom. Saeco a epi g million 
grant from Israel’s foreign ministry, the multimedia exhibit 
included a ride called “Journey to Jerusalem.” Arab American and 
Muslim American groups, together with officials from Arab gov- 
ernments, voiced concern that the exhibit would psychologically 

bolster Israel’s claim to an undivided Jerusalem—including Arab 
East Jerusalem—as the capital of the Jewish State. Negotiations 
over the city’s status were then underway between the Israelis and 
the Palestinians. The General Secretariat of the Arab League 
issued a letter of reprimand, raising the possibility of a boycott of 
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Disney products because of “negative portrayals of Arabs” in films 
such as eae Ns the ace prew, Walt Disney World officials 


met quietly with Arab leaders in Washington, D.C., on September 
15, 1999. The group, which included ambassadors of the United 
Arab Emirates and Morocco, watched a video of the exhibit and 
gave Disney a memo outlining their concerns. In response, Israeli 
government officials said they would make no changes in the exhi- 
bition. Eitan Bentsur, director general of Israel’s foreign ministry, 
called on Disney Chairman Michael Eisner not to “surrender to the 
political pressure,” according to Richard Verrier in the September 
17, 1999, Orlando Sentinel. 

A imumamremerana nrumntiot aa tte 
references to apita e 
although it was never ape that any as: notations had been 
planned. For its part, the Israeli foreign ministry said that it was 
pleased, since the recognition of the city’s status was implicit. “It’s 
regrettable that we were brought into a debate from the beginning 
on which we have no position or any power to resolve,” said Bill 
Warren, a spokesman for Walt Disney World. “We would very 
much like to get back to the business of providing quality enter- 


tainment, and that’s our intent.” On Septoria Wem AD 
foreign ministers met in Ne ) ty to di: ible Dis- 
TOy=beyeotelssoamacuaaiaibiemonh tit at aad aerial such 
action, although several American Muslim organizations said they 
were still considering a boycott. Esmat Abdel-Meguid, general 
secretary of the Arab League, which convened the New York meet- 
ing, credited Eisner for deescalating the situation. The Disney 
chairman, Abdel-Meguid said, “was a man who’s looking for 
peace, and his response was positive.” Influential Arab business- 
men such as Saudi billionaire Alwaleed Bin Talal Bin Abdulaziz, 
a major stockholder in struggling Euro Disney, also counseled 
against any boycott, interceding with Arab leaders, including Yas- 
sir Arafat, according to an interview with Richard Verrier, in the 
January 26, 2004, Orlando Sentinel. “Alwaleed said that once Eis- 
ner assured him that ‘Disney has no religion,’” the Saudi busi- 
nessman swung into action. 

The politics of the Middle East are also sometimes the politics 
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of Hollywood. It is curious that Jeffrey Katzenberg should be more 
concerned with possible slights to gays in A/addin than to Arabs, 
Arab Americans, and Muslims in the film. Or perhaps not, given 
Katzenberg’s vigorous and public support for Israel, and for right- 
wing religious groups there such as Aish HaTorah. By contrast, 
Michael Eisner’s worldview—as head of a publicly traded multi- 
national corporation—has to be less parochial, and so he was in his 
handling of the Epcot controversy. And, despite the major finan- 
cial bequest by his great-grandfather Sigmund Eisner to early 
Zionist settlers in what was then Palestine, Michael Eisner’s sup- 
port for Israel is unknown. 

A larger, and perhaps more interesting question to ask is: What 
would the outcome of the Aladdin controversy have been if it had 
taken place after the terrorism horror of September 11, 2001? All 
of the stereotypes included in the movie were revived—with a lit- 
eral vengeance—in the weeks and months that followed the 
tragedy. To President George W. Bush’s credit, the chief executive 
seas that Islam \ was not America’ s enemy, nor was ple ue 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


The Lion King (1994): Karma on the 
Savannah 


The last in a string of monster hits for Disney animators, The 
Lion King cautiously offers an alternative cosmos, edging away 
from the Judeo-Christian universe that characterized the com- 
pany’s full-length features since Snow White. Rob Minkoff, the 
film’s director, said that the film attempted “‘a level of spirituality, 
something slightly metaphysical,” according to the June 12, 1994, 
New York Daily News. In another departure for the studio, its mes- 
sage was presented with a genuinely African sensibility, complete 
with songs and chants in native languages and African American 
actors speaking major roles. The opening sunrise sequence on the 
African plain begins with a song that is infused with the conti- 
nent’s rhythms and energy, “Circle of Life.” Creatures great and 
small, predators and prey, gather at Pride Rock to acknowledge 
the birth-of an veh to Mufasa, the Lion King. The lyrics explain 
Hind traton that early existence is pa of neverending 
cycle—although there is no specific referet 0 
the rousing, gospel-style rendition afi ihe song, ie animals sing 
that, from the day they are born, they begin moving through this 
cycle and that, through “faith and love,” they find their proper 
place. Without question, this is not Christianity’s tradition and 
x promise of resurrection. 
Yet there is aceremo! ppears to replicate 1 tism. 
& The lion cub Simba is anointed by Rafiki, a baboon seer—first wit 
juice and then with dust from the earth—the wise old monkey 
moving his thumb across the animal’s forehead, much like a 
~jy Catholic or Anglican priest does with an infant. Held up before the 
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animal throngs, a shaft of light shines down on Simba through the 
clouds, confirming a heavenly blessing. As the cub grows, he 
learns more about how life in his world operates. Existence is 
finite, even for kings, Mufasa instructs Simba. A monarch’s time 
to rule “rises and falls, like the sun.” And his power is limited, the 
father explains, because “there is more to being king than getting 
your way all the time.” Life in the wild exists in a delicate balance, 
and all creatures must be respected. With antelope leaping by the 
father and son during this tutorial, Simba asks a logical question: 
Why respect these beasts, if they are destined to become food for 
the pride? Because, Mufasa says, “when we die, our bodies 
become the grass, and the antelopes eat the grass, and so we are all 
connected in the Great Circle of Life.” 

Mufasa warns Simba that their realm does not extend to the 
“shadowy places,”’ where their natural enemies, the hyenas, hold 
sway. Zazu, the king’s parrot councilor, adds his own observation, 
that the hyenas are “slobbering, mangy poachers.” But Scar, 
Mufasa’s sly, black-maned younger brother, is able to tempt the 
gullible Simba into making a trip to the forbidden area, accompa- 
nied by his female playmate, Nala. Along the way, the cubs learn 
from Zazu that they are betrothed (arranged marriages are always 
disparaged in Disney features), a practice Simba says he will abol- 
ish when he becomes king. “I can’t marry Nala,” he says, “she’s 
my friend” (and likely his half sister). This leads Simba into a rous- 
ing song called “I Just Can’t Wait to Be King,” arguably Freudian, 
which slides over the implicit reality that the cub cannot become 
ruler until his father dies. Giving the watchful Zazu the slip, Simba 
and Nala find their way to the elephants’ graveyard, where they 
encounter the hyenas. Some critics of The Lion King, in what J 

elieve is a stretch, charged that the pack is suggestive of an urban 
gang, in part because the characters are voiced by African Ameri- 
_ can (Whoopi Goldberg) and Hispanic (Cheech Marin) actors. “It’s 
clear that Simba is on the wrong side of the tracks, in a bad neigh- 
borhood, surrounded by ‘the projects’—he’s caught in the inner 
city,” wrote Matt Roth, in Jump Cut. 

At first the two cubs flee, but when Nala slips and falls behind, 
Simba bravely returns to defend her. However, it is Mufasa who 
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returns to save them both. Simba’s disobedience provides what 
psychologists and educators call a “teachable moment.” The cub 
is chastened, knowing that he has done wrong. As his father 
begins to speak, Simba looks to the ground and observes that his 
tiny paw is dwarfed by his father’s large print. Mufasa says he is 
disappointed with his son, more than he is angry. Simba says he 
only wants to be brave, like his father; the king replies that he is 
only brave when he has to be. “Being brave doesn’t mean you go 
looking for trouble,” Mufasa says. This line of instruction leads 
Simba to ask if father and son will always be together. Rather than 
giving the cub—and the young children watching—a straight 
answer to a very large question, the father asks his son to look up 
into the vast, night sky. The great Lion Kings of the past, Mufasa 
explains, “look down at us from those stars. ... So whenever you 
feel alone, just remember that those kings will be there to guide 
you—and so will I.” 

There is great danger to the natural order of succession coming 
from within the royal family. Scar, Mufasa’s brother, displaced in 
line by Simba, is planning what he calls the coup of the century, 
with the help of the hyenas. The king’s brother OTS the wild 
dogs a steady stream of meat, thus, in Roth’s view, en the 
Welfare State.” The pack, apparently anarchists, first thi 
getting rid of Mufasa will mean no more roya ore kin 
Scar quickly disabuses them of che notion. Bane ne teeth arid 
his ambition, Scar again lures Simba into harm’s way, this time to 
a steep, dry gorge, where the hyenas set off a massive stampede of 
wildebeests. Mufasa is then summoned by his younger brother to 
save the cub, but through Scar’s treachery, the king is trampled 
to death after saving his son. Simba believes his actions have led 
to his father’s death, and he accepts his uncle’s suggestion to flee. 
Scar then orders the hyenas to kill the cub, and only Simba’s flight 
into a cactus bramble (a nod to B’rer Rabbit’s briar patch?) enables 
him to escape death. Scar delivers a disingenuous funeral oration 
for Mufasa, assumes the crown, and installs the hyenas” as 
enforcers and Praetorian ata His regi cS O 
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er and s critics also see Scar, effete and without 
A He was drawn by a gay ani- 
mator, Andreas Deja, who did both Gaston in Beauty and the Beast 
and Jafar in Aladdin. Sean Griffin, in Tinker Belles and Evil 
Queens: The Walt Disney Company from the Inside Out, asks if oth- 
ers see the “gay-tinged villainy” by “watching how Jafar arches his 
eyebrows in disdain, or in the sneer that curls Scar’s mouth as he 
endures the heterosexual patriarchy in which he finds himself.’”’) 
Annalee Ward, in Mouse Morality, detected aspects of a more 
traditional Judeo-Christian framework at this point in the movie. 
Simba falls from grace and effectively expels himself from par- 
adise, leaving Satan (or the serpent) on the throne. He wanders in 
the wilderness, nearly dying in a dry, cracked wasteland, until he 
is saved from vultures by a fast-talking meerkat named Timon, and 
his friend, a slow- witted walliee named Pumbaa. Some have com- 


rftsjuotssosaetfttivencs, In any event, neg two companions take 
Simba to a lush, Edenic land and introduce him to their interpreta- 


tion of the conc rma, ad inistic philosophy shared by 
an hism. As Timon explains the concept, “Bad 
things happen, and you can’t do anything about it.” So, the meerkat 


advises, live by this African variation, “Hakuna Matata,” which he 
says means, since you can’t do anything about life’s vagaries, there 
is no point in worrying about them. [t is, Timon and Pumbaa sing, 
a “problem-free philosophy,” with no rules or responsibilities. 

As time passes, Simba grows into a carefree young adult with 
his friends, much like Shakespeare’s Prince Hal in Henry IV, Part 
7 and Mowgli in The Jungle Book. However, there is plenty of 
trouble in Scar’s realm: There is no food or water in the Pride 
Lands, and the lionesses won’t hunt. Well-fed on insects, Timon, 

’ Pumbaa, and Simba are free to muse on the nature of the night 
firmament. Timon, “the smart one,” believes that the stars are 
fireflies that got stuck in a big, dark place. Pumbaa, “the dumb 
one,” thinks they are “balls of gas, burning billions of miles 
away”’—the correct answer. The discussion draws Simba back to 
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thoughts of his father. The stars, he tells his friends, are “great 
kings of the past.” 

Hunger drives young Nala from home to hunt in the area. Only 
Simba’s intervention saves Timon and Pumbaa from being 
devoured by his childhood companion—mirroring the story of 
Androcles and the Lion. Nala is shocked to discover that Simba is 
alive and, as required of all animals in Disney’s previous animated 
features, she takes the mating initiative. But she also insists that he 
return home and save the land from Scar and the hyenas. Half- 
heartedly, Simba tries to explain to her Hakuna Matata. The female 


will have none Oh this Tae nullsace, however. plore 


Seemann: 


Rafiki has had a vision of Simba, alive, and the conjurer makes 
his an to where Me sso lion is Seo ae his futnimae 


himself materializes in the clouds, first in a apa eeericanie 
image, but gradually shifting to a glowing, gold form. In an ethe- 
real, echoing voice, the old lion urges his son to look inside him- 
self, and to remember who he is. “You are more than what you 
have become,” he intones (as only the actor who portrays him, 
James Earl Jones, can intone). “Take your place in the Great Cir- 
cle of Life. You are my son, the one true king.” As Simba hurries 
home with grim determination, he learns that, while change is 
good, it may not be easy. His home is desolate, but, as he asks him- 
self, “If I don’t fight for it, who will?” However, before Simba can 
rally the pack and challenge Scar for leadership, he must publicly 
acknowledge his part in the responsibility for his father’s death, 
which he does. In his climactic battle with Scar, amid a fire started 
by lightning, Simba prevails, but—per Disney protocol—he does 
not kill his uncle himself. After a final act of treachery by Scar, that 
task falls to his betrayed allies, the hyenas. The true kingdom is 
restored, blessed by a providential, cleansing rain. More time 
passes and the film’s opening is reprised, as Simba and Nala pre- 
sent their own new cub to their subjects. 


The Lion King la? 


The Lion King represented a critical juncture for Disney’s ani- 
mated features, according to Donald E. Fadner’s paper, “Disney 
Gets Religion,” delivered at the 1998 meeting of the American 
Academy of Religion in Orlando. The film articulates what Fadner 
called “an alternative religious vision.” Starting with The Lion 
King, “the greater-than-human dimension of the stories has been 
much more explicitly ‘religious,’ i.e., focused on objects of rever- 
ence that, while inspiring and supporting the development of the 
characters, do not intervene directly with magical solutions to their 
dilemmas. This forces the characters to find within themselves the 
necessary spiritual resources to solve their problems.” 


Africans watching The Lion King may view the movie through 


a different historical prism than Westerners. n 
if not entirely peaceful—con- 
«nein the nineteenth century, European colonialists took the 


and from the ar ly di ided it, often with little regard 


fo: ath nic ath, nes, C IplLV tO SU ne us al ad @ economic 
needs. Then, in the last decades of the twentieth th century, the con- 


2s by force. For 


fhece viewers, Simba’s restoration may resonate in a special way, 
although they are themselves still living with the divisive conse- 
quences of colonial-era borders. The same year The Lion King was 
released, Nelson Mandela, an African leader himself of royal lin- 
eage, was elected president of South Africa in that nation’s first 
free, multiracial election. 

The Lion King demonstrated that, after all the decades of carica- 
ture and stereotype, it was indeed possible for Disney—under the 
invigorated and increasingly confident leadership of Eisner and 
Katzenberg—to reach beyond the Western experience and the 
Judeo-Christian construct. With the critical help of the studio’s 
writers, producers, and animators—and African American artists— 
they could encounter a different culture and successfully adapt it to 
the Disney tradition. A good story, memorable songs, and engaging 
animation combined for enduring entertainment and, most impor- 
tantly for the company, a billion-dollar cash machine. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


Pocahontas (1995): Animating 
Animism 


Even before the film’s title appears on the screen, over a scene of 
early-seventeenth-century London, Pocahontas’s terms of engage- 
ment are sketched out in a song that draws on religion. n. English set~ 


Se aac But there are also demons lurking in 
this paradise. All on board know that one of the dangers, an imped- 
iment to the guarantees of easy riches, is the Indians. But with the 
party is Captain John Smith, the renowned and impossibly hand- 
some soldier. Their leader is Governor John Ratcliffe, a pompous 
poseur with a swishy valet and a pampered bulldog, working on 
what he admits is his last chance to succeed in the court of King 
James I. Ratcliffe, a hypocrite, speaks inspiringly of the freedom 
and prosperity that awaits the company, while in private he dis- 
misses the crew as “witless peasants’ whose only value is “to dig 
up my gold.” 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the film’s moral deck is being 
Sisen © even ee Unaware of what is about to neta them, 


sisiPOPaiceneermentition, Their tier noodle comes sii plant- 
ing com, hunting abundant game, and fishing the rivers and 
streams. Young people play a game that appears to resemble 
lacrosse, or sit around a campfire while a shaman conjures up spir- 
itual images from the smoke. Not all of life is peaceful—warriors 
return home from battling marauding tribes, reporting victory. 
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Pocahontas, daughter of Chief Powhatan, is troubled about a puz- 
zling dream she has been having, involving a spinning arrow, and 
she resists her father’s plans for her to marry the band’s bravest 
warrior, Kocoum. For guidance in these matters, she paddles her 
canoe to see Grandmother Willow, a gnarled, ancient tree ae 
comes to life to pws get to ee one Il around, the tr 


ky lt a 


What guides the approaching English is nothing so ethereal. It’s 
__ greed, and of a particular nasty, despoiling variety. Ratcliffe imag- 
ines “an entire new world, chock full of gold, waiting for me.” The 
governor tells John Smith that it will be his job to handle the Indi- 
ns: “I’m counting on you to make sure those filthy heathens don’t 
disrupt our mission.” Stepping ashore, Ratcliffe plants the Union 
Jack and claims the land and its riches for James I, calling their set- 
tlement Jamestown. He wastes no time directing the men to unload 
the ship, start work on the fort and, most of all, to start digging, 
reminding them what Spanish conquistadors such as Cortés and 
Pizarro found when they arrived in the Western hemisphere. “For 
years they’ve been ravaging the New World of its most precious 
resources,” the governor says, pausing for effect. “Now, it’s our 
turn.” He drops a dagger point into a parchment map of the Amer- 
icas, where Virginia is marked with a pile of gold coins. There fol- 
lows a song and production number called “Mine, Mine, Mine,” 
which can only be described as a hymn to avarice. Ratcliffe urges 
his men to dig up Virginia, and they happily agree, beginning a 
wanton destruction of the land and the forest. 

The Indians are perplexed as to how to respond to the invaders. 
At acouncil meeting in a great lodge, the shaman calls up a vision 
from the campfire smoke. “They prowl the earth like ravenous 
wolves, consuming everything in their path,” he says. Some sug- 
gest an attack. Near the shoreline, Pocahontas is drawn to the white 
men, and to one white man in particular, John Smith. She trails him 
as he scouts the land and, when they finally meet near a waterfall, 
she is suddenly able to communicate with him because she follows 
Grandmother Willow’s advice to “listen with your heart.” Their 
meeting seems blessed, as tiny leaves and glowing bits first swirl 
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around their touching hands, and then around their bodies. “That 
SI anion asa f 


ete according to Annalee Ward in Mouse Morality. . 
The couple agrees that their names sound equally strange to 


each other. Be ae mim 


ins that 


savages all over fhe world,” fe ts with pride. Pocahontas bri- 
dles at the word “savage,” with Smith arguing that it is not pejo- 


rative, Dau another we: of SoA eae nlIZe *ladace ii. 
says, Savage mek not like you.’ e hewseceuselo 


a verse takes direct aim at the Europeans: “You ne you own 
whatever land you land on, The earth is just a dead thing you can 
claim.” Pocahontas, said Thomas Schumacher, senior vice presi- 


dent of Disney Feature Animation, TERME people 


ee to the article ceeaeteenlt Pocahontas” by Gary 
Edgerton and Kathy Merlock Jackson, in Journal of Popular Film 
and Television. 

Finding no gold in the ground, Ratcliffe becomes convinced 
that the Indians must have it, and the only way to get itis to march 
on the mE and a Lael the phe In order to do that, the 


ny—a familiar practice 


and hanged, Ratcliffe says, for those still unconvinced. A party of 
warriors searching for Pocahontas stumbles into a skirmish with 
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the settlers, a clash that leaves Kocoum dead and infuriates the 
Indians. They capture Smith and schedule his execution the fol- 
lowing day. Powhatan tells Pocahontas that his daughter’s disobe- 
dience has caused Kocoum’s death. 

The Jamestown settlers march out to attack the Indians, to save 
Smith and get the gold they are convinced is there. For their part, 
the Indians—now reinforced by their allies—prepare to meet the 
invaders. As the two groups spproden their confrontation, they 


know how the nein story will end: North ieeness Indians vail 
eventually die or be driven onto desolate reservations scattered 
across the continent. Plagued by broken treaties, doomed rebel- 
lions, disease, starvation, poverty, suicide, and alcoholism, their 
only hope will be finding oil under their land—or building casinos 
on it. In the end, AUS camagest iS avoided, Pedtboushial an errant 


Disney feature does not end with the male and female lead: iving 


happily ever after (leaving open the possibility for a enue 


Conservative Christians, uneasy about what they saw as the 
Walt Disney Company’s cultural drift in the mid-1990s, found 
cize when ceo was released: en 
beliefs, a e1SI ure WOI multiculturalism, and an 


Anderson, eee ofa Chistian chine ome red oR Tunes, 
said the movie was “a politically correct fairy tale passed off as his- 
tory,” replacing the truth with “a subtle but insidious version of 
New Age Animism.” The critics claimed that the Jamestown set- 
tlers’ religious faith and Pocahontas’s baptism and conversion to 
Christianity—memorialized in a mural in the U.S. Capitol 
rotunda—were unfairly excluded in the Disney version. The set- 
tlers’ first act after landing, setting up a wooden cross and offering 


5 


4, 


: a mesen 


164 The Gospel according to Disney 


a prayer, is absent from the film, noted syndicated columnist Don 
Feder in a column siding with the critics. There is no portrayal of 
the Reverend Robert Hunt leading the company in daily prayer. 
“The first Christian convert in Virginia, Pocahontas, is trans- 
formed into a pagan priestess who gets advice from trees and 
weaves white magic,” Feder wrote in the Boston Herald of-June 
21, 1995. Movieguide magazine, published by the Christian Film 
and Television Commission, called the release “ultimately panthe- 
istic” and said, “Many moral Americans will complain that Poca- 
hontas is too New Age as it spreads its ecological spiritualism.” 
The Reverend Lou Sheldon, head of the Washington, D.C.-based 
Traditional Values Coalition, agreed. “What you have is the secu- 
larization of a very, very significant event in the founding of Amer- 
ica, which was the christening of Pocahontas into the Christian 
faith,’ Sheldon said in the Orlando Sentinel of July 16, 1995. 

Disney officials, including Chairman Michael Eisner, replied 
that Pocahontas’s conversion took place after the action depicted 
in the movie. But in the straight-to-video sequel, Pocahontas II: 
Journey to a New World, which covers her relationship with John 
Rolfe, her future husband, and her trip to London, no mention is 
made of her conversion or her life as a Christian. The company did 
have other defenders. Robert Schuller, pastor of the Crystal Cathe- 
dral in Garden Grove, California, and host of the “Hour of Power” 
television program, defended Disney’s portrayal. If Pocahontas’s 
conversion had been included in the film, Schuller said, critics 
might raise the legitimate historical issue of whether the act was 
voluntary. Some historians say the conversion took place while the 
girl was held captive in Jamestown. Because entertainment is a 
secular business, Schuller said, Disney filmmakers are wise to 
avoid “‘oppressing their market with sectarian religious teachings,” 
while “being faithful to the classic values that come from Western 
civilization.” 

Why is the absence of Pocahontas’s conversion to Christianity 
such a sore point with religious conservatives? Donald E. Fadner 
suggested one explanation in his paper “Disney Gets Religion,” 
delivered at the American Academy of Religion meeting in 
Orlando in November 1998: “It takes a historical icon that has 
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been used in the past to legitimate their view of America—Poca- 
hontas’s conversion representing native recognition of the superi- 
ority of Christianity,” and with it the justification of European 
conquest “‘to build a great nation, under God—and turns it against 
them.” The film, Fadner concludes, “is a mythic tale that calls, 
among other things, for a movement into a post-Christian era of 
religious democracy, where the diverse ways in which the human 
spirit can express its deepest longings and creative potentials will 
be celebrated and protected.” 

Misgivings were not confined to religious conservatives. There 
were also critics among Native Americans and historians and 
activists who claimed that the story had been hopelessly distorted 
to fit the film’s narrative. Some objected to Pocahontas’s portrayal 
as a willing collaborationist. Others cited the transformation of a 
preteen—in historical accounts—to a nubile babe in off-the-shoul- 
der buckskin, with pouty, collagen lips. “Jeffrey Katzenberg told 
me to make her the finest creature the human race has to offer,” 
supervising animator Glen Keane told Entertainment Weekly in its 
June 23, 1995, issue. (One model for Pocahontas was the teenage 
daughter of Russell Means, the Indian rights activist who voiced 
the role of Powhatan.) After Native American protests, a particu- 
larly offensive lyric, in SELL an Suite SHLD denounces 


_ races are diverse.” 

American Indian actors were forced to defend their participa- 
tion in the film, which includes their speaking and singing in his- 
torically accurate language. Means called Pocahontas “the single 
finest work done on American Indians by Hollywood,” according 
to Janet Wasko’s Understanding Disney. “Because it’s Disney, 
millions of children forever are going to see this in their most for- 
mative years, and it’s going to affect how they see my people and 
our culture all the way through their lives.” Means released an 
open HONS to coincide with ie film’ S ope ing. Disney, he wrote, 

di e real reason the Eu ropean males came over 


166 = The Gospel according to Disney 


ABOU NHANES EN about the ELITE Tein OH of Rat- 


e vie,” supervising animator ities WISVOUTHICS 
Pach in me film’ S press kit. He is a “fascist,” said the animator who 
drew him, according to Ward’s Mouse Morality. 


Native Americans.” But Disney animators 
rejected charges that the hated governor was overdrawn. “If we 
want to be absolutely historically accurate,” the film’s story head 
Tom Sito told the authors of Disney: The Mouse Betrayed, “you 
know what happened to the real Sir John Ratcliffe? When the Indi- 
ans captured him, he was nailed to a tree and skinned alive. That 
would have been a choice Disney moment. Maybe a good song 
sequence.” 

It is possible that there is an element of unintended payback in 
Pocahontas’s malign portrayal of Virginia’s founders. The state’s 
modern residents—who take their colonial past very seriously— 
played a major role in one of the Walt Disney Company’s greatest 
debacles, the failure of “Disney’s America,” a 150-acre, history- 
based theme park planned for the hunt country of Prince William 
County, Virginia. But just ten months after plans for the contro- 
versial project were announced, in September 1994, company offi- 
cials bowed to local protests—some of which attributed to Michael 
Eisner personality traits similar to the rapacious Governor Rat- 
cliffe—and cancelled “Disney’s America.” Pocahontas, released 
the following year (but in production for years), may have been 
Michael Eisner’s departing, cinematic valentine to Virginia. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996): 
The House of the Lord 


S et in and around a famed cathedral, The Hunchback of Notre Dame 
was the first Disney feature to put traditional religious faith—in this 
case, pre-Reformation Catholicism—at the center of the narrative. 
And it would be difficult to find a more thoroughly Christian film, 
one which stands the devoutly anticlerical novelist Victor Hugo, the 
author of the book on which it is based, on his head. At every criti- 
cal stage of the Disney version, it is the church—in the person of the 
cathedral’s archdeacon—that interposes, or attempts to interpose, 
itself between the villain and his evil intentions. Belief in a loving, 
forgiving God anchors the story, along with implied condemnation 
of abortion, euthanasia, and racism, and of moral resistance to geno- 
cide. The words “God” and “Lord” are spoken and sung more fre- 
quently in this movie than in all previous animated Disney features 
combined, and there are crosses everywhere. 

Previously, wrote Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan in 
Deconstructing Disney, the studio “approached the name of God 
with an almost Hebraic zeal (that it should never be stated) yet here 
it is invoked in a manner both pious and puritan.” Songs faithfully 
incorporate or adapt Catholic prayers and chants adapted from 
Latin. The key plot alteration from the novel to the animated fea- 
_ ture is the profession and motivation of the villain, Claude Frollo. 
In Hugo’s version, Frollo was a priest and a hypocritical church 
official, archdeacon of the Cathedral of Notre Dame. On the 
screen, he is a judge and governmental official—a largely secular 
figure—with a genocidal preoccupation with Gypsies as agents of 
moral decay. Admittedly, this largely positive interpretation of 
religion is not without exception. 
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Disney executives would have no part of Hugo’s intent to criti- 
cize the church and its leaders for their failure to defend the poor 
and the powerless. They feared it would be “too controversial,” 
according to Will Finn, head of the film’s story team, cited in Dis- 
ney: The Mouse Betrayed by Peter and Rochelle Schweizer. “So 
we had to secularize Frollo,”’ he said. At the same time, the ani- 
mators did their best to subvert this order from above. “We did 
everything visually to indicate that he was supposed to be a priest,” 
Finn said. They succeeded in this representation of Frollo, accord- 
ing to Ward. “In almost all respects except the title, he is presented 
as a religious leader. The association of the church with this kind 
of evil leadership implies a church that is ineffective if not full of 
vice—the very thing Hugo was criticizing in the original novel. 
Religion... appears as an impotent, irrelevant caricature. ... By 
relegating the church, and more specifically God, to irrelevancy, 
Disney refuses to admit a serious role for religion.” 

Unquestionably, there is throughout the film a strong current 
attacking religious and moral hypocrisy, which some have seen as 
an attack on the Christian Right. “It’s about the complexity of a 
religious figure who is torn between good and evil, chastity and 
lust,” said Finn. “The cathedral evokes the spirit of the Christian 
God, though it does so in a way that counteracts the judgments of 
some who claim to speak for that God,” wrote Donald E. Fadner, 
in his paper “Disney Gets Religion.” While Frollo’s stated goal as 
judge is to purge the world of vice and sin, according to the open- 
ing song, he “saw corruption everywhere except within.” 

The film’s action begins years earlier when, as head of the city’s 
department of justice, Frollo is persecuting a small band of Gyp- 
sies, whom he refers to as “vermin,” who are trying to slip into 
Paris. He pursues one of them, a young woman carrying a small 
bundle as she flees through the snow toward Notre Dame, in hopes 
of sanctuary. But, from his saddle, the magistrate struggles with 
her over the bundle, leading to her death on the church steps. His 
prize, he learns to his disgust, is not stolen goods but a misshapen 
infant—in his eyes a monster and a demon. Just as he is about to 
throw the baby down a well, to certain death, the cathedral’s 
archdeacon emerges and stops him. Killing the woman on the steps 
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has put Frollo’s soul in mortal danger, the priest says. As penance, 
he must spare the baby and provide for his upbringing. Frollo 
accepts, saying, “Our Lord works in mysterious ways,” at the same 
time musing that the child may be of use to him one day. 

Named Quasimodo and raised in the cathedral, the boy becomes 
the church’s bell ringer, his only friends three wisecracking gar- 
goyles. He is physically grotesque but good-natured and sensitive, 
an underdog “‘symbolically viewed as being an angel in a devil’s 
body,” according to the film’s production notes. The young man is 
“trapped between heaven above” and “the gritty streets of urban 
Paris viewed as hell.” As the raucous Festival of Fools approaches 
in the square below, Quasimodo longs to join the world outside. 
Frollo, joining his ward for a meal and instruction in the bell tower, 
forbids it. The judge’s version of the alphabet, which Quasimodo 
repeats, reflects Frollo’s view of the world: Abomination, Blas- 
phemy, Contrition, Damnation, and Eternal Damnation. The boy’s 
other lesson is to be reminded that he is deformed and ugly—a 
monster—an outcast who would be scorned and jeered by people 
if he ever ventured out. Yet the lure of the festival, where common 
people “mock the prig and shock the priest,” and Quasimodo’s 
frustration with being excluded for being different, are too much 
for him to resist. 

At first euphoric, the foray ends in disaster, and crushing humil- 
iation for the boy. He is rescued by a voluptuous and fiery Gypsy 
dancer, Esmeralda, in the process defying the infuriated Frollo 
before the crowd. For this act of rebellion, she is forced to flee into 
the cathedral for sanctuary, where the archdeacon welcomes her. 
She asks the cleric why there is such disdain for people who are 
different—Gypsies or hunchbacks. “You can’t right all the wrongs 
of the world by yourself,” he says. Gesturing heavenward, the 
archdeacon says, “Perhaps there’s someone here who can.” She 
walks the length of the church—in the opposite direction of more 
prosperous worshipers who are praying for material and earthly 
rewards. As she looks up at the magnificent, stained glass win- 
dows, Esmeralda sings a song, “God Help the Outcasts,” which is 
essentially a populist prayer. Gazing at a statue of Mary and Baby 
Jesus, she asks for pity for outcasts like herself and her people, 
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wondering if Jesus was once an outcast himself. “She looks up to 
a curiously un-Catholic Madonna (if there were to be a puritan 
statue of the Virgin Mary this would be it),” according to Byrne 
and McQuillan in Deconstructing Disney. Instead of wealth, or 
fame, or love, the Gypsy prays for mercy for the poor and the 
downtrodden, which are also the children of God. 

“Can you hear the gospel in that song?” asked the Reverend 
Michael Catlett in his 1997 sermon. “For years we’ ve listened to 
‘His Eye Is on the Sparrow’ and heard within those words and 
music the assurance that God cares for us, no matter how insignif- 
icant we may feel. In some ways, isn’t that what “God Help the 
Outcasts’ is about? God loves and cares for marginalized people, 
and we have a responsibility to love and care for one another, too. 
Many folks in churches and crusades have heard ‘His Eye Is on the 
Sparrow,’ but countless millions have watched the video and took 
their children to the Disney movie in which Esmeralda sang of the 
love of God that knows no bounds, the grace of God that is 
extended to all people. Isn’t that gospel, too?” 

Frollo is tortured by his lust for Esmeralda, an unrequited pas- 
sion that curdles into obsessive hatred. In the song “Hellfire,” the 
judge prays to be delivered from his sin, prostrating himself before 
a roaring fire, with a cross above it. (Some observers, such as Jim 
Davis, religion writer for the South Florida Sun-Sentinel, note that 
it is an empty cross and not a traditional Catholic crucifix.) Blessed 
Mary, he sings, “you know I am much purer that the common, vul- 
gar, weak, licentious crowd.” This and other songs are sufficiently 
full of damnation and warnings about temptation that their theol- 
ogy would be at home in many fundamentalist pulpits today—that 
is, if Frollo’s torment were not so reminiscent of televangelists 
such as Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart, whose ministries were 
brought down by sexual scandal. “The Disney people probably 
had their religious critics in mind when creating this scene, sug- 
gesting that it is they, rather than Disney, that are obsessed with 
sexuality, seeing it everywhere they look, censuring others in the 
hope of overcoming their attraction to what they condemn,” wrote 
Donald E. Fadner, in “Disney Gets Religion.” Frollo’s pursuit of 
the dancing girl, who has been aided in her repeated escapes by 
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Quasimodo, becomes more destructive. Other Gypsies will not 
betray her for money. A miller on the city’s outskirts who admits 
to giving shelter to the outcasts is nearly burned to death with his 
family (unprecedented violence for Disney animation). “The ques- 
tion of ‘ethnic cleansing’ is as much a background to the film as 
the computer-animated cathedral,” according to Deconstructing 
Disney. Similarly, these scenes provide inescapable parallels with 
the Holocaust that nearly wiped out the Jews and Gypsies of 
Europe during World War II. “Frollo’s hatred of the gypsies also 
associates him with Hitler,” the authors wrote. In wartime France, 
peasants in the countryside sometimes were more exemplary in 
protecting Jewish fugitives from the Nazis than were the citizens 
of Paris. 

Captured by Frollo, Esmeralda refuses his final offer to submit 
to him and is about to be burned at the stake as a witch. Again, the 
cathedral’s archdeacon tries to come to her aid, but soldiers block 
the cleric. It is Quasimodo who snatches her from the flames and 
returns her to the sanctuary of the cathedral. Frollo disregards the 
protection of the church and, again brushing aside a protesting 
archdeacon, pursues Quasimodo and Esmeralda to the bell tower 
for a final confrontation. As he is about to kill the couple, Frollo 
shouts a vaguely biblical curse, “And he shall smite the wicked and 
plunge them into the fiery pit!” Just then, the judge falls to his own 
death, in an act of divine intervention. The next day, Esmeralda 
introduces Quasimodo to the cheering—and accepting—crowd 
outside, as the bell ringer is approached and then embraced by a 
young girl. And a little child shall lead them. 


Hunchback’s timing was significant, if coincidental, opening 
less than ten days after the company came under fire from the 
Southern Baptist Convention, the nation’s largest Protestant 
denomination, which was threatening a boycott. “One might argue 
that it is now possible for Disney to make religion visible because 
it is only now necessary for Disney to make it visible,” wrote Byrne 
and McQuillan. Whether by design, as the Deconstructing Disney 
authors suggested, or by dumb luck, as others maintained, the ini- 
tial response to The Hunchback of Notre Dame was favorable. “We 
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would certainly applaud any effort by Disney to reaffirm its long- 
standing, pro-family values, pro-traditional values, family-friendly 
atmosphere,” said the Reverend Richard Land, president of the 
denomination’s Christian Life Commission. Land, who was 
assigned to monitor Disney’s policies, told the Orlando Sentinel on 
June 21, 1996, that “Southern Baptists are going to respond favor- 
ably whenever there is an accurate and sympathetic portrayal of 
Christian values in an entertainment medium.” Other family values 
activists reacted positively to the film. The Reverend Lou Sheldon, 
head of the Washington, D.C.-based Traditional Values Coalition, 
said that two months before Hunchback’s opening, a Disney vice 
president predicted—correctly—that he would be pleased with the 
film’s view of religion. “I am thrilled at what I hear about Hunch- 
back, that Disney is seeking to honor Christianity and its role in 
Western civilization,” Sheldon said. “I only pray that it will accom- 
plish much good in the minds and hearts of its viewers.” Robert 
Knight, then director of cultural studies for the Washington, D.C.- 
based Family Research Council, suggested that the company might 
want to spin that interpretation to its benefit. “If Disney is as smart 
at marketing as it gets credit for, then inclusion of positive religious 
elements would be a natural marketing strategy even if the Disney 
management does not comprehend the importance of those ele- 
ments,” he said. 

There were some words of caution, as well. Ted Baehr, chair- 
man of the Atlanta-based Christian Film and Television Commis- 
sion and editor of the magazine Movieguide, warned against 
misinterpreting the film’s content as a response to family values 
critics, because production of Hunchback began in the summer of 
1993—-well before the protests against Disney gained momentum. 
Baehr, who has extensive contacts within the film industry, said he 
expected more pro-family films from Disney as a result of the 
protests, although company officials “will never admit it.” Paul 
Hetrick, vice president of Colorado Springs-based Focus on the 
Family, agreed. “They certainly wouldn’t tell us if we were a fac- 
tor.” The positive portrayal of faith simply may be an “occasional 
sop in the direction of religionists to keep everyone happy. That’s 
not going to wash.” 
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Disney officials would not comment on the motivation for 
Hunchback’s religious content, beyond general comments on the 
subject included in the film’s press kit. “The movie speaks for 
itself,” said Disney vice president John Dreyer. “People take away 
from movies and literature and art a great deal of what they bring 
to it,” he told Gayle White of the Atlanta Journal Constitution. 
However, in the press kit, Don Hahn, the film’s producer, who is 
known for his Christian beliefs and who once addressed the con- 
vention of the National Religious Broadcasters, pointed out that 
there is “no fairy godmother, no spell to be broken” in Hunchback. 
Later, appearing on ABC-TV’s “Good Morning America,” Hahn 
was asked what the film’s message was. “There are many people 
in our society that are different from us, for a variety of reasons,” 
he replied. “Don’t discard those people, because they all have great 
worth. There’s a great nobility of the human spirit that we should 
celebrate. And that’s what this movie’s about.” 

Still, some remained unconvinced. “This is nota film that is going 
to be reassuring to the religious community,” said Michael Medved, 
then co-host of PBS’s Sneak Previews, downplaying the signifi- 
cance of the religious songs and sequences. Medved, the author of 
Hollywood versus America and, although Jewish, a favorite of 
Christian conservatives, was critical of what he said were the film’s 
anti-Catholic undertones, and that it was so dark overall. Medved’s 
point about bleakness is a fair one. For all of its positive portrayal of 
faith—and despite a questionable “G” rating—Hunchback is a seri- 
ous film and sometimes frightening, and is no more a movie for 
young children than Hugo’s novel is a fairy tale. 

There is an underlying reason why conservative evangelicals 
and fundamentalists, then gearing up to high dudgeon in their cru- 
sade against Disney, did not embrace The Hunchback of Notre 
Dame. Many of them, I believe (but cannot prove), were reluctant 
because they saw the movie as a Catholic rather than a Christian 
film—something that did not happen with Mel Gibson’s The Pas- 
sion of the Christ. While modern Southern Baptists will make 
common political cause with Catholics on issues such as abortion, 
cloning, and stem cell research, this is often a marriage of conve- 
nience. Theologically, these are still strange bedfellows, as anyone 
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who attends the annual Southern Baptist Convention, as I have, 
can affirm. In the corridors at these gatherings and, from time to 
time, in speeches and reports, there is still a strong undercurrent of 
hostility on the part of Baptists toward Catholics. For their part, 
Catholics—especially those who grew up in the South in the mid- 
dle of the twentieth century—have long memories of their neigh- 
bors’ disdain. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 


Hercules (1997): Superman, Samson, 
and Delilah 


M. aking light of a religion—much less reducing it to a musical 
comedy—is a lot easier when there are few adherents around to 
object, as in the Greek religion at the center of Hercules. The cen- 
tral stories of many modern faiths might also seem ridiculous and 
unworthy of credulity if presented in such a fashion. Yet even in 
the context of a pagan pantheon, Disney is able to demonstrate 
in Hercules that there are aspects both universal and distinctive in 
every belief system. Taking this approach was a significant depar- 
ture for the studio, according to Ron Clements, who, with John 
Musker, wrote and directed the movie. It was the first time a Dis- 
ney animated feature was based on classical myth rather than on a 
fairy tale or folktale, he said in a short documentary included with 
the Hercules video. 

The religious syncretism begins with the opening song, “The 
Gospel Truth,” which runs through the film. It is sung by a Greek 
chorus that has been transformed into a choir of African American 
women—the first positive portrayal of African American women 
in an animated Disney feature. Clements said that this musical 
amalgam was a good fit for the movie because Hercules is “about 
hope, and it’s about dreams.” The first time through, the song out- 
_ lines an alternative, Greek version of the earth’s creation to that 
found in Genesis, punctuating each section of the account with the 
line, “That’s the gospel truth.” Later in the movie, in other songs, 
are the lines “Say amen” and “Bless my soul.” Some Christian crit- 
ics were offended by the musical appropriation, arguing against 
interweaving religious and pagan tradition. 

Zeus, presiding over the heavenly Olympus, is celebrating the 
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birth of his son Hercules. As in Sleeping Beauty, a late, ill- 
tempered guest arrives at the festivities. Hades—a literal hot head, 
with a burning coiffure—is freshly arrived from his domain below, 
which he describes as “dark, gloomy, and full of dead people.” 
Arguably a precursor to Lucifer, Hades was expelled from Olym- 
pus and longs for return and rule. Baby Hercules is the primary 
impediment to Hades’ goal. The Fates tell the Lord of the Dead that 
the only way he can triumph over Zeus is if Hercules’ immortality 
can be neutralized so he can then be killed. Although Hades’ 
demonic minions bungle the task, the baby is abandoned along a 
road, where he is discovered by an older couple. “For so many 
years we prayed to the gods to bless us with a child,” the wife says 
to the husband. “Perhaps they’ve answered our prayers.” (In the 
myth, it is she who bears Hercules to Zeus.) The husband agrees, 
and the couple raise the infant as their own. “Hercules grows up 
the only adopted son of a farming couple with Midwest accents,” 
according to Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan in Decon- 
structing Disney. “Here the familiar motif of innocent farm-boy 
who longs for adventure is invoked (we might think of Luke Sky- 
walker and Clark Kent, to name only two of America’s most endur- 
ing myths about its own innocence).” 

Young Hercules is awkward with his superhuman strength, and 
yearns to be like other, normal children. Ostracized and treated like 
a freak, he feels out of place. “I would go anywhere to feel like I 
belong,” he sings. His adoptive parents reveal his origins, and they 
suggest he go to the Temple of Zeus to find answers. The boy, like 
many adopted children, tells his parents he is grateful for all they 
have done for him, but he feels a need to know more about his first 
family. At the temple, Hercules says, “Almighty Zeus, please hear 
me and answer my prayer. Who am I, and where do I belong?” 
Change the name of the deity, and the supplication is identical to 
prayers offered today around the world. What follows, of course, 
is quite different: fire, lightning, and a huge, stone statue of Zeus 
that comes to life. Hercules flees in terror, before his father can 
regain his attention. The boy asks the adoptee’s obvious question, 
“Didn’t you want me?” 

For Hercules to return to Olympus, he must become a hero 
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before he can become a god. In the film’s press kit, director John 
Musker called Hercules “the common man’s hero.” Tom Schu- 
macher, Disney’s vice president for feature animation, said in the 
production notes that the film is “about the idea of strength, of who 
you are, and what character is. It also deals with the notion of what 
celebrity is.”” Hercules goes into training and, as he matures, he 
begins attracting attention in the city of Thebes for his feats. Like 
most sons, Hercules yearns to be a hero in his father’s eyes. He 
brings accounts of his early successes, rescues, battles—his own 
action figure—to the temple, in hopes of qualifying as a hero. 
“Being famous is not the same as being a true hero,” Zeus tells 
him. When Hercules asks what more he must do, the father replies, 
as Disney sages are wont to do, to “look inside your heart.” 

Hercules has attracted attention elsewhere. Hades, learning that 
Hercules was not killed as an infant, as he had been told, sets out 
to finish the job, so he can “change the cosmos.” In order to do so, 
he enlists the beautiful Megara, who has had fatally bad taste in 
men. She has sold her soul to Hades to save the life of a previous 
boyfriend who, by way of thanks, “ran off with some babe,” the 
dark lord reminds her. Megara makes her way into Hercules’ 
theme park and outmaneuvers his groupies. Like Delilah with 
Samson, she attempts to woo the young strongman. Megara has 
second thoughts about what she is doing, but Hades is able to con- 
vince Hercules to give up his power for twenty-four hours—long 
enough for his army of Titans to conquer Olympus—in order to 
save the girl from the underworld. “There’s a whole cosmos out 
there waiting for me,” Hades says, launching his attack. As his 
monsters destroy Zeus’s temple on Mount Olympus, Hades shouts, 
“I’m home!” just as Lucifer might. 

Although without his superpowers, Hercules is persuaded by 
his goat-legged trainer and by Megara to battle the Titans. The 
woman redeems her earlier betrayal by saving Hercules’ life, but 
she is critically injured as a result. Since Hades had promised Her- 
cules that Megara would not be harmed, their bargain is broken, 
and Hercules’ powers return, enabling him to come to Zeus’s res- 
cue. His father proclaims him a true hero, because, his mother 
explains, gesturing to Megara, “you were willing to give your life 
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to rescue this young woman.” Zeus says, “For a true hero is not 
measured by the size of his strength, but by the strength of his 
heart.” Hercules becomes a god, and is welcomed home to Olym- 
pus. However, that means he will have to give up his true love. So 
he asks Zeus to allow him to return to earth with Megara, and his 
request is granted. : 
Hercules can be summed up in one sentence: A child is born 
divine, lives on earth through young adulthood, inspires the love 
of a fallen woman, dies, lives again, and returns to earth. Sound 
familiar? When combined with the use of the gospel Greek cho- 
rus, the elements of the tale may seern uncomfortably close to the 
story of Jesus. As Joseph Campbell has noted, no one has a copy- 
right on religious metaphor or classic storytelling. With animosity 
growing among conservative evangelicals and fundamentalists 
against Disney, it is unlikely that this movie was conceived as an 
intentional affront. At the same time, if the company had been in 
any way intimidated by the controversy, it could have killed the 
film or postponed its release. Hercules did not add fuel to the con- 
troversy largely because by 1997 many conservative Christians 
and fundamentalists had given up on Disney’s animated features. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Mulan (1998): Woman of Valor 


the rene egies STN fsiilee Jael jhe a tent peg through the 
head of the Canaanite commander Sisera, and Rahab gave shelter 
to the Israelite spy Caleb. Deborah, in the book of Judges, was a 
prophet as well as a military and political leader. Elsewhere in 
Judges, “a certain woman” threw a millstone from a tower, criti- 
cally injuring the evil Abimelech. Queen Esther saved the Jews in 
Persian exile from extermination, resulting in the festival of Purim. 
Hannah defied the Syrian Greeks in the Hanukkah story, sacrific- 
ing her seven sons to resistance. Of course, none of these women 
had to resort to cross-dressing, as Mulan does, to achieve distinc- 

tion. Yentl came much later. 
China, where Mulan is set, has perience with 
women leaders. T peo empress ath led mi Middle Kingdom, 
1 found the route to power through the 
d are re ont Wei eat In postrevo- 
nena hina ite the same is true of the wife of Chairman 
Mao, Chiang Qing, whose bid for power as part of the Gang of 
Four was crushed. Through most of the nation’s pre-Communist 
PSC including the een of this alee 
ction oO wives. This is the case with 
Mulan, the sear ne re nly child of a prosperous, 
happy, provincial household. Padi cla 
ther, father, and a grandmother— 


j the movie. As the girl 
prepares for a eer meeting ics the matchmaker, trying to 
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remember the qualities most desired in a wife, her father retreats 
to a small, family meee? in a pagoda. In a representation of Con- 
Dito tisancestonethasiinlan-will Snprese tirematenmaleer and 
thus uphold the clan’s honor. When his daughter stops to see him, 
already late to her appointment, he decides he needs more worship. — 
-Mulan’s mother, waiting impatiently at the town’s bathhouse, has 
the same reaction. “I should have prayed to the ancestors for luck,” 
she says to her own mother, who is waiting with her. “How lucky 
can they be?” the grandmother asks, perhaps injecting a glib, West- 
ern take on ancestor worship. “They’re dead.” 

Mulan rides up to the bathhouse, sitting on her horse like an 
experienced rider, and is immediately thrown into preparation for 
the meeting. As attendants do last-minute cowl a to oa her 
ready for the matchmaker, the iage will 

“bring honor to us all.” rime in ree toa 
bearer of sons, is a hard worker with a calm demeanor, a porcelain 
<doll with an attractive hairdo and a tiny waist. Eat sich a woman, 
they sing, “men will gladly go to war.” Much as she wants to bring 
honor to her family, this is not Mulan’s identity or her destiny. The 
meeting with the matchmaker is a debacle, blasting any chance for 
marriage, so she slinks back, shamefacedly, to the family com- 
pound. Later, the girl looks at her reflection, and wonders why she 
must conceal who she really is from her family. She sings that she 
will never be a perfect bride or a perfect daughter. Mulan’ s father 
comforts her, sa ¢ 
beautiful of all. 

China is facing a much larger problem, one that will soon affect 
Mulan and her family. Barbarian invaders identified as “Huns” 
storm the kingdom’s northern border, the Great Wall. In Beijing, the 
white-bearded emperor discusses strategy with his army comman- 
der. The general suggests a line of defense around the palace, but 
the benevolent emperor orders the troops out into the countryside, 
“to protect my people.” To do so, a general conscription is ordered, 
despite the commander’s insistence that the professional forces are 
sufficient. “A single grain of rice can tip this scale,” the emperor 
says. “One man may be the difference between victory and defeat.” 
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i in a 

Lee caret: meer 2 a were -aged veteran, 
both honored and partially disabled, but without a son, Mulan’s 
father accepts the scroll with the emperor’s summons. The girl sees 
that her father is in no condition to go to war, and protests to the 
recruiter, who HES i no time to listen to Ine ee A woman should 


to mates my country and my eens te honest slamming down 
his ee “I will die gegine what is Sas a ‘Hifepetcrarslenoaghis 


; nt well. Frustrated, 
Mulan turns to prayer, ~ “ae incense and isting before a large, 
stone tablet in the pagoda. Whatever the response, she is next seen 
cutting her hair, binding her breasts, taking her father’s sword and 
padded armor, and riding off into the night with the family’s con- 
scription notice. 

If Mulan were searching for celestial guidance at the temple, 
she wasn’t miners ey epee a 

ind als upte osmos. A wind snuffs out the 

incense om fiom mE en stone conn a white-bearded spirit 
carrying a staff swirls out. He summons a small dragon spirit, who 
in turn conjures up the family’s other ancestors, all of whom are 
scandalized by Mulan’s actions. One accuses her of being a cross- 
dresser, while another warns that “traditional values will disinte- 
grate.” The small dragon, called Mushu and voiced by a 
jive-talking Eddie Murphy, accidentally breaks a stone dragon and 
pursues Mulan in order to cover his error. He complains about 
being sent on such a task, “all because Miss Man decides to take 
her little drag Sag on the road.” 


Ommaney ie THBmas Schumacher, vice president of Dis- 
ney’s animation unit, in the film’s Secs notes. al the same 


time, Schumacher acknowledged t 


father’s life 1S based on “a profound lie. i. This j is a fundamental 
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flaw for Annalee Ward in show OP Honee Taare Tareas 
ee ae e honest; rather, it is ne 
should be creative in one’s communication, including ly: en- 


ever it’ si ae scant That may be widely 


accepted in the United States, but it is not a pro-social message.’ 
Yet Ward lauds Di presenting tra- 


ditdonal Chinese values infused with a Westem interpretation 
When Mushu catches up with Mulan, she is outside of the mili- 


tary encampment, despairing of being able to pass as a young man. 
“It’s going to take a miracle to get me into the army,” she says. 
Although this is China, hundreds of years in the past, the word “mir- 
acle’” sends Mushu into a full-blown riff as a blazing hot African 
American preacher. “Did I hear someone ask for a miracle?” he 
shouts in the familiar call-and-response cadence. “Salvation is at 
hand,” the dragon tells Mulan, as organ music swells. What is at 
hand is Mushu’s advice on how the girl should act to pass herself off 


as a man—advice that works. The camp’s leader, Captain Shang, a 
handsome son of the Chinese army commander, approaches the raw 


‘Teeruitsif’a way much likedrilrinstruete s have done LST 


Sriioned to er tHe regi army and block the invaders in a 
snowy pass, Shang and the troops discover a burned-out village 
and thousands of slain Chinese soldiers, including the captain’s 
father. Shang drives his sword into the snow, sets his father’s hel- 
met on it and kneels before the makeshift shrine. But there is little 
time to mourn if they are to defend the emperor. They quickly 
stumble into an ambush and seem doomed, until Mulan disobeys 
Shang’s orders and sets off an avalanche that decimates the bar- 
barian hordes. The girl also rescues her wounded captain and is 
herself sce wounded, which leads ¢ a doctor to discover her 


it, they ask Oe “Maybe what I oa sence was to prove I could 
do on teh Guat Mee For her heroism, 
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Mulan is not finished coming to China’s rescue. The barbarian 
leader and many of his followers did not perish in the landslide. 
They infiltrate Beijing’s victory parade for Captain Shang, and 
have planned their uprising for the heart of the imperial compound, 
the Forbidden City. No one will pay attention to Mulan’s frantic 
warnings and, just as the emperor proclaims “Heaven smiles down 
on the Middle Kingdom,” the attack begins. Again, the brave and 
quick-thinking girl acts when the male soldiers are flummoxed, 
getting her army buddies to reverse roles and dress as women to 
distract the barbarian guards, enabling Mulan and Shang to defeat 
the barbarian leader and save the emperor. In gratitude, the girl is 
honored before a cheering crowd, presented with the barbarian 
leader’s sword and a royal medallion—“so the world will know 
what or have done for Sno —and offerec tic 


The emperor suggests to cen BG eet he arent t let 
Mulan get away. “The flower that blooms in adversity is the most 
rare and beautiful of all,” he says. When the captain doesn’t catch 
his drift, the emperor makes it simple: ““You don’t meet a girl like 
that every dynasty.” Home again, Mulan presents the sword and 
medallion to her father, to honor their family. But, instead, he 
embraces the girl and says, “The greatest gift and honor is having 
you for a daughter.” And guess who soon arrives for dinner? Cap- 
tain Shang, with love in his eyes and honorable intentions, is 
nearly smothered by Mulan’s mother and grandmother in their 
anticipation of a possible marriage. 

Although not a megahit in the United States at the level of The 
Lion King, Mulan did well at the box office and was also popular 
in China. A look at the closing credits suggests why. Numerous 
Asian names are ined in ie list of voice actors, writers, vue 
tors, and animators. The film may hav ssed s nts 01 


I s f them as deities - Still, ae was a serious 
ater to erecent a Rere system outside the Judeo-Christian tra- 
dition: Joan of Arc with a happy ending. Byrne and McQuillan see 
something more sinister at work. “Mulan is Disney’s attempt to 
‘open’ the vast potential of the Chinese market,” they wrote in 
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Deconstructing Disney. “A film made in the 1990s which reprises 
a myth of Chinese national origins, simultaneously invoking the 
People’s Liberation Army defense of China’s border, in a more or 
less unequivocal way, has an explicit agenda.” 

What might Disney’s agenda be? Nothing less than a full-scale 
assault on the Chinese market—movies, television programming, 
merchandise, music CDs, and theme parks. In the nineteenth cen- 
tury, the cry of Western business interests eager to sell their wares 
in the Middle Kingdom was “Oil for the lamps of China.” James 
B. Duke, a U.S. robber baron, helped build his American Tobacco 
Company trust on the Chinese market, inserting photos of scantily 
clad Western women in each package of cigarettes. Disney stum- 
bled briefly in its China offensive in 1997, when Disney’s Mira- 
max subsidiary released the live action film Kundun, directed by 
Martin Scorsese. That movie, which harshly portrayed China’s 
role in Tibet, was a commercial failure—always a cardinal sin at 
Disney. More critically to Disney’s global goals, the film also 
offended the Chinese Communist leadership in Beijing, jeopar- 
dizing a multibillion-dollar entertainment market. A senior official 
in the Chinese film ministry, Kong Min, said Kundun represented 
“an interference in China’s internal affairs,” according to a March 
27, 1998, article in London’s Independent newspaper. 

As so often in the company’s history, Disney animators came 
galloping to the rescue, with Mulan. Following the film’s release 
and its favorable reception in China, Disney signed a deal with 
Beijing to construct a theme park in Hong Kong, to open in 
2005-2006. There have been repeated rumors of additional Disney 
theme parks in Shanghai and Beijing. Also signed was a deal with 
Chinese television, “under which Mickey Mouse cartoons will 
appear daily, in kids’ prime time, on China’s biggest television 
channel,” according to Jonathan Weber, writing in the February 
2002 issue of Wired magazine. The potential audience for such a 
channel is 225 million households, a prize already coveted by Dis- 
ney’s rival, Rupert Murdoch and his News Corporation. Mulan 
carried the standard for Disney commerce, and carried the day. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine 


Tarzan (1999): Taming the Savage 


One way to avoid any hint of racism in Tarzan, which is based on 
the novels of the 1920s and 1930s by Edgar Rice conan: was 
to tell a oo set in Africa without ost Africans. 

em uropean or an at mihe anes of African 


aris aml rhetth rie are picard on ile soundtrack even before the 
movie’s title appears on screen, but no drummers are ever seen. 
Why no Africans? sd See to Phil Collins’s cen 


=. Yet ie e words 5 of oad i rey in 
the Disney gospel tradition: “Put your faith in what you mos 


A late-nineteenth-century sailing ship is ablaze just off the 
African coast as the movie begins. From the deck, a man lowers a 
lifeboat with an anxious woman and a baby and then jumps over- 
board to row them to shore. They build a home from salvaged 
wood from the wreck in a tall tree not far from the beach, and set- 
tle in. Nearby, in the misty highlands, a family of silverback goril- 
las, led by Kerchak, is also nurturing a young one. But their 
offspring wanders off into the jungle. There it is killed (again, off- 
screen) by a big cat, which leaves the gorilla parents desolate. Not 
long after, the still grieving mother ape, Kala, hears the sound of a 
cry and goes to investigate. In the humans’ tree house, amid bloody 
paw prints and signs of an attack, she finds an infant boy. Kala 
sniffs the child and inspects it, noting the affinity—both are pri- 
mates with opposable thumbs. Just then, the fierce jungle cat—the 
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same one that killed her baby—springs down from the rafters, 
intent on finishing its human meal. The mother ape battles the big 
cat, a cheetah or leopard named Sabor, and flees into the jungle 
with the baby. 

However, the reconstituted arrangement of child and parents is 
neither neat nor symmetrical. Kerchak, while appearing sympa- 
MEL to the mother’ s sense of HOS has ey Sues this young one. 


fees ia her. The Ss 
jungle will 


reluctantly agre ak hat whilk | ed 
Cee sas, aided eet tame ECCT eet sil- 
verback’s son. As the child grows (mysteriously liens a loin- 
miei Sen resistance to Tarzan filters down. ng 
ymnter sk ecause he ee to him 


as a “hairless wonder.” The boy’s exuberance, and his desire to do 
anything to fit in with his brothers and sisters, leads to an elephant 
pe le that ata wiles out the geoulls me Kerchak dresses 


olicr ape’s concern is s not eels about parentage and species prej- 
udice; as leader, he is responsible for the safety of his extended 
family. 

Tarzan knows he is not like his brothers and sisters, and this eats 
at him. He slinks off to a stream and ponders his appearance, at one 
point coating his skin with mud in order to make him appear more 
simian. Kala attempts to comfort him and to minimize what sepa- 
rates the boy from the gorillas. Their are 
exactly the same. Tarzan makes a pledge simile onOeeNNe by 
countless minority ead reus and outcasts oe. uo He 
will earn Kerchak’s res ee 

ape ever. And the effort a ae to we heading for success, although 
with some modification. Som arzan ul 


surf’ large tree limbs. As this action unfolds, another Phil Collins 
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song extols “faith and understanding” as the way to journey from 
boy to man: “Son of Man, look to the sky, lift your spirit.” Tarzan’s 
transition is sealed when he comes to Kerchak’s aid ee 


at Oiccrimics feet, an rece away in fealty. 

In a sequence that appears to be an homage to Bambi—if not a 
direct steal—the sound of a shot is heard in the distance, a flight of 
frightened dark birds marking the location. Man is in the forest— 
the rain forest, this time—and again it signals trouble. Tarzan 
investigates, and finds a dotty English anthropologist and his 
attractive daughter, Jane, with a pompous hunter and guide named 
Clayton. All are in search of the highland gorillas, although mem- 
bers of the party see the primates very differently. For Clayton, 
they are savage brutes that would as soon rip your head off as look 
at you. Jane and her father see the apes as members of a family, to 
be studied. Tarza I eechin g Ra ack Kol baboons 


sat ibdlinetbeaiaienaa 1 


the humans’ campsite. (In a very sly joke, tHe ae Penis 
“The horror!” when he first sees the humans’ encampment, using 


a famous line from Joseph Conrad’s seminal African novel Heart 

of Darkness, and used again by Marlon Brando’s character in the 

film Apocalypse Now, which was based on Heart of Darkness.) 
Kerchak, who instinctively recognizes the danger inherent in 


these interspecies encounters, assenibles his family for a warning: 
| The ans should be avo tallest. farzan objects to the 
sansa oteelttietctivecmascosaniiagn. ck says he is 
not willing to risk their safety, even if Tarzan is. The ape man asks 
if the silverback is just threatened by anyone different from him— 
a charge with an obvious double meaning. It is too late to stop 
Tarzan, who ooo to the ee her f 


ing his family. Kala takes her confused son to the SRATOReT tree 
house where his parents died, where Tarzan sees himself in a 
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family photo. ene aes he CEES Kala tells the young 
py. She will always be his mother, 


an s. He locks Tarzan, 1 ane, and ei ere in dite 
ship’s hold and, with a group of ne’ er-do-wells, returns to the jun- 


gle with dozens of os eg Seaman 


Clayton shoots ee g T are ars . 
oitimemtomnisrnanestineclf 1 ro an or ‘same, ie brat 
sight of the lower portion of Clayton’s lifeless body, dangling 
above the jungle floor, breaks more new meron for eaphouy dis- 
patching PS villain. K ak, himse ¢, forgive 


fs a Tine S Panel hedge their bets some in por- 
traying this latest encounter between man and nature. Both sides 
contain elements of good and _ bad. i 


ie He acer farzan i ily against his 


be ele 


< Ele academy: 


wild. ny ei til ae fae Tasca in Se teat free 
will—are also both good and evil. Jane ¢ er fath 


Chapter Thirty 


The Emperor’s New Groove (2000): 
Eminent Domain 


New Groove covets the chc 
unlike his gL precursor, E Empe 


fer tc seu mountaintop 
village. S. So a“ is no reason to plot murder to get it, as Ahab’s wife 
Jezebel did in order to acquire Naboth’s vineyard. Instead, Kuzco 
merely summons to his Inca palace one of the land’s peasant own- 
ers, Pacha, to inform him of the imminent seizure. What Kuzco 
really wants to know is where the sun hits the peak, so he can fig- 
ure out where to locate the swimming pool for his new summer 
palace, which he plans to call Kuzco-topia. Pacha, a large, simple 
llama herder, is shocked by the news that his family’s home for six 
generations will soon be destroyed and they will be evicted. His 
village already supplies crops to the palace, which he thinks is a 
sufficient contribution to the empire. When he protests the seizure 
ane asks Kuzco where the as oO the sai a will Bee the petu- 

says kn gare. He 


is the ultimate Rees ae 


No one would mistake the ey for a just ruler, thanks to the unc- 
tuous voice characterization of the actor David Spade. Kuzco— 
goes Hus dae Oe — no ee in si ight — Meee ilaggaas 


eile Natty this power ha 


completely SuipemeNNETEN SIA Fel ABTOTNSA, Beneane himself to 
be the king of the world and, in the words of the opening song, “the 

alpha, the omega.” For example, an old man with a cane has the 
misfortune to be behind the emperor when Kuzco is backing up, 
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throwing off his “groove.” For this offense, the old man is imme- 
diately tossed .out a high palace window (but not to his death). 
None of the prospective brides presented to the young man is suit- 
SE ee The eae is so gee 
occupied that, beh ne k, an adviso ame 

¥zma has been ruling the empire. She is another of Disney’ S peed 
female grotesques, “scary beyond all reason,” as several charac- 
ters note. When a petitioner complains that his family has no food, 
Yzma rejects his plea. “You really should have thought of that 
before you became peasants,” she snaps. 


On the eve > of f his geben birthday, Kuzco fires Yzma, 
Bee exp 3 : oO oO 


»to govern. The advisor and her 


slow-witted, KAOSHPRSEMEUISRC. ia olaesic cartoon APRN Gt a 
small angel appears on one of his shoulders and a devil on the 
other, an effort to demonstrate how Kronk’s mind works, accord- 
ing to the movie’s DVD commentary. The angel urges Kronk to act 
rather than to allow the Ilama, in a sack, to drop off a high water- 
fall in the palace. “Don’t listen to that guy,” the devil says. “He’s 
trying to lead you down the path of righteousness. I’m going to 
lead you down the path that rocks.” Kronk admits to being con- 
fused by the conflicting advice and, while he is making up his 
mind, the sack with the emperor bounces onto the back of Pacha’s 
cart, unknown to the herder as he trundles toward home. 
a ee his PE children and visibly pregnant wife (a 
y ani feature), Pacha discovers the talking 
Tin cast he fet assumes to be ademon. Kuzco wants to return 
to the palace and force Yzma to turn him back into the emperor, 
but the herder warns that the route is dangerous if you don’t know 
the way. And Pacha will not help unless the summer palace is 
moved elsewhere, a proposal that goes nowhere. “I don’t make 
deals with peasants,” the llama says, still clueless about how little | 
power he wields in his present incarnation. Kuzco, ever haughty, 
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determines to set out alone for the palace, through the mountains 
and jungle. In short order the llama is fleeing for his life from a 
pack of jaguars, and his life is saved by the good-natured Pacha. 
This experience does little to transform Kuzco, who will not back 
_ down on plans to build the summer palace. Pacha is dumbfounded 
that anyone could be so heartless. “How can you be this way?” he 
asks. “All you care about is building your summer home and fill- 
ing it with stuff for you?” Despite his anger, the herder is selfless; 
unbidden, he pees his omy blanket over the llama, shivering in 
his sleep. In t ring, I ts on the summer 
PNT SIT TNT ING TVS Titkewonshsiseerecrnent 
At the palace, Yzma is delivering a self-serving and completely 
disingenuous eulogy at Kuzco’s royal funeral, a rerun from Scar’s 
oration in The Lion King. The young emperor will live on in our 


hearts, she says, losing little time in replacing one personality cult 
with another. An hour’s walk distant, the herder and the llama 
approach a rickety, wooden bridge, high above a gorge. Pacha 
crashes through and, dangling, calls for Kuzco’s help. But the 
primoaiallsuhimcheslied to DiaMe an lttee ate Oe 
of keeping their bargain. This is what the DVD commentary char- 
acterizes as a “moment of defeated expectations.” The emperor 
reve along he on the herder for life 
a ail cm a Now he will just let Pacha fall 
to his death. “Why did I risk my life for a selfish brat like you?” 
the herder wonders. “I was always taught that there was some good 
in everyone. But you proved me wrong.” In retrospect, Pacha says 
he should have let the llama die, which would have solved all his 
problems. Twisting the knife, Kuzco says, “That makes you ugly 
and stupid.” The tone and substance of the discourse shifts sud- 
denly when the llama also plunges through the bridge, now dan- 
gling opposite Pacha. Their subsequent battle destroys the bridge, 
‘and sends them both hurtling into the gorge and the crocodile- 
infested stream far below. Only by working together—linked 
back-to-back, they climb up a split in the rock—are they able to 
save one another. Revising his opinion of Kuzco, Pacha says, 
“There is some good in you after all.” The herder amazes the 
emperor by saying that, because of his handshake promise, he 
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intends to lead Kuzco the llama on the four-day detour to the 
palace. Despite his assertion that he is not a complete chump and 
will not carry the animal, the peasant is soon seen carrying the ani- 
mal, duped by Kuzco’s bogus claim of low blood sugar. 
-Yzma, insecure on the throne, is 

that he never killed the emperor. So they begin a search of the 
kingdom to locate Pacha and Kuzco, bumping into them at a road- 
side inn. The llama misinterprets Pacha’s efforts to save him as a 
ruse for betrayal, again, projecting his own venality on the herder. 
His friendship, Kuzco concludes, was only a ruse. It was, he says, 
“all an act, and I almost fell for it.””, The two flee Yzma and Kronk 
in different directions, but reunite in Pacha’s field, where he is 
tending the other llamas. “Maybe I wasn’t as nice as I should have 
been,” igs jamais ogethe y return to the palace, 


conscience, in nlite fear of the aawel and ie ASeiiNe on ne shoul- 
ders. Impatient, Yzma calls him a big, dumb monkey and, more 
hurtfully, criticizes his baking. This is too much, even for the lit- 
tle devil, who urges Kronk to get rid of Yzma instead. The angel 
suggests, on the other hand, “From above, the wicked shall 
receive their just reward.” Ever the literalist, Kronk interprets this 
to mean the heavy iron chandelier hanging above Yzma’s head. 
He cuts the rope holding it up, but the woman miraculously sur- 
vives. A frantic chase ae ensues as Yzma takes the wrong 
potion and is accidentally transforme a double pu 
on the name of the voice acoreRTTOTRE ETNA her 
1960s film role as Catwoman. At a critical point in their madcap 
effort to seize the right antidote that will return either Yzma or 
Kuzco—but not both—to human form, Kuz« F0eS 
tunity to seize the vial in order to save his | 
- Pacha from a fatal fall. This unselfish choice is validated when 
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Pacha and the llama then repeat their Santen back- Tala stunt, 
together recovering the vial. Kuz s restored to the tk 


deeper transformation involves the emperor, ano Races, to 
the old man with the cane who survived being tossed out of the 
window at the beginning of the movie. At the close, Kuzco has 
built a modest home near Pacha’s, and the two friends enjoy slid- 
ing down a natural waterfall. 


Glo ant ois, This is development his pale nin increas- 
Se te 
dio the mos up—even in ie 
Eisner Kaenbeg era—is its < 


oem acs canal’ ta recent alae ie ee contin- 


ues with a disturbing, sexual element. psoeyny2 isa a loaded term, 


the ak in na film Te nee the stylishness and ve 
_ Kitt notwithstanding. 


Chapter Thirty-One 


Atlantis (2001): Adventure Capitalism 


A Disney animated feature is not the place to expect a hard- 
edged critique of U.S. foreign policy and of Western cultural 
imperialism, but that is surely one way to understand Atlantis. 
For all the swashbuckling, wisecracking, ethnically balanced 
characters, and New Age fantasy—and all the time it takes to 
make its point—this is a movie about white America’s dark side. 
There is a brave, determined idealist—a young, white man per- 
sonifying what is best about this nation—at the center of the nar- 
rative. Yet beneath the surface, like a hungry, malevolent shark, 
lurks a tale of an inexorable drive to seize a gentle people’s cheap 
energy, backed by the muscle of military might. Set in 1914 in 
Washington, D.C., and in an imaginary metropolis on the ocean 
floor, Atlantis carries with it a message with inescapable, mod- 
ern reverberations. 

Milo Thatch works in the boiler room of the Smithsonian Insti- 
tution, which doubles as the museum’s department of cartography 
and linguistics. An orphan (once again, no parents) who was raised 
by his explorer grandfather and trained as a language expert, he is 
now a young man, obsessed with locating the mythical city of 
Atlantis described by the Greek philosopher Plato. The movie’s 
prologue establishes that the civilization did exist on the ocean’s 
surface, as Plato claimed, but that it was plunged to the depths by 
a tidal wave involving an unearthly energy source. Quirky and 
innocent, Milo is convinced that he can locate the ruined city and, 
in the process, vindicate the memory of his grandfather, who was 
discredited for his own efforts to locate Atlantis. The people of the 
city, Milo believes, had developed electricity, powered flight, and 
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advanced medicine; they had harnessed an energy source more 
powerful than coal or steam. 

But the lords of the Smithsonian, graybeards and fussbudgets 
all, are equally convinced that Milo is headed down the same blind 
alley that destroyed the grandfather’s career. One director tells the 
young man that he has a lot of potential and should not throw it 
away “chasing fairy tales” like his grandfather. Their august insti- 
tution supports expeditions “based on fact, not folklore.” When 
they put off Milo’s latest plea to search for Atlantis, he resigns and 
returns, disheartened, to his apartment and his cat. Waiting for him 
in the dark is a femme fatale in a sexy black dress with a shoulder 
strap that keeps slipping. The German-accented woman, named 
Helga, tells Milo she has a proposition for him, and soon they are 
driving through the dark, rainy night, finally pulling through the 
gates of an estate. 

An eccentric millionaire—his eccentricity denoted by the fact 
that he practices yoga while conducting a conversation—intro- 
duces himself as Preston Whitmore, a friend and admirer of Milo’s 
grandfather. Whitmore wants to know how committed the young 
man is to finding Atlantis. When Milo says he would go alone in a 
rowboat, the older man tells him that won’t be necessary. With the 
help of an ancient, illuminated text Milo’s grandfather left with 
Whitmore for safekeeping and a well-equipped submarine, an 
expedition has been arranged. Years earlier, the millionaire 
explains, when buffoons at the museum dragged down the grand- 
father “and made a laughingstock of him,” Whitmore promised to 
keep faith with his quest and with his grandson. By making good 
on that pledge, he says, looking up at a portrait of Milo’s grandfa- 
ther, “I’m going to the afterlife with a clear conscience, by thun- 
der!” Whitmore tells the young man that, by participating in the 
expedition to Atlantis, he will be building on the foundation left 
him by his grandfather, whose favorite saying was “Our lives are 
remembered by the gifts we leave our children.” 

The core crew of the huge submarine is a diversity dream team: 
a muscular and brilliant doctor, half African American and half 
Native American; a Latina woman mechanic; an Italian demolitions 
expert; and two feisty seniors, a male cook and a female telephone 
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operator. However, a large corps of men dressed in World War I- 
style uniforms—shallow, WWI-era helmets, Sam Browne belts, 
and jodhpurs—also march onto the vessel. The expedition’s com- 
mander, Lyle Tiberius Rourke, who is also in uniform, addresses 
his subordinates by their rank when he gives orders, although it is 
not clear whether the troops are on active duty or simply veterans 
who kept their uniforms. They seem to be forerunners of today’s 
private, corporate, “executive security” firms. As they march on 
board, Milo says to Rourke and Whitmore—who is not going 
along—that his grandfather believed that you could never put a 
price on the pursuit of knowledge. The cost of this expedition, 
which is clearly considerable, is “small change compared to the 
value of what we are going to learn on this trip.” Rourke replies, 
with irony that will become apparent only later, that the expedition 
“should be enriching for all of us,” as Whitmore shoots him a 
knowing glance behind Milo’s back. 

Deep beneath the ocean, near Iceland, Milo prepares the crew 
for what they may soon encounter. Showing them a projector slide 
of a sea creature, which he believes guards the entrance to Atlantis, 
he quotes Job 41:19 and its description of Leviathan: “Out of his 
mouth go burning lights; sparks of fire shoot out.” As they near the 
site, they see wrecks from throughout history, all failed efforts at 
the same quest. Suddenly their submarine is attacked and 
destroyed by a mechanical sea monster—a virtual copy of the one 
described in Job. Throughout the battle, Rourke remains the 
unflappable military man, directing the surviving crewmembers to 
abandon ship in escape vehicles. They wash up in a cave-like air 
pocket on the ocean floor that forms the entrance to Atlantis, and 
hold a memorial service for their recently fallen comrades. A can- 
dle is lit and set inside an upturned pith helmet, which drifts out 
into the water, but no religious words are said, no religious icon 
shown. 

The surviving expedition members begin their trek along an 
ancient highway, soon encountering a monumental rock sculpture 
that Milo estimates had taken a thousand years to carve. It is block- 
ing the road, so it must be destroyed, to no one’s objection. Watch- 
ing this brief sequence, it is hard not to think of the great Buddhas 
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in Afghanistan that were destroyed by the Taliban regime in 2001, 
despite protests from around the world. By night, around the 
campfire, Milo reveals much about himself. He sees the expedition 
as an opportunity for discovery, teamwork, and adventure, and 
wonders whether it is the same for the others, or whether they are 
just in it for the money. While they do want money, frequently it is 
to fund a personal dream. The Latina mechanic wants to build 
another machine shop for the family. The Italian demolition 
expert—it is difficult for anyone familiar with U.S. history of the 
period not to associate him with an immigrant anarchist—wants to 
rebuild his family’s flower shop, which was blown up by what he 
calls a “sign from God.” There is also some of the standard Disney 
misogyny. Milo is warned that old Mrs. Packard, the telephone 
operator, sleeps in the nude and sleepwalks, so the young man is 
issued a mask to cover his eyes. 

After a series of adventures, and a nighttime attack by 
Atlanteans, expedition members reach the city and find, to their 
apparent consternation, residents living in what amounts to a bio- 
sphere. “We are explorers from the surface,” Rourke says, not 
missing a beat. “We come in peace.” Helga Sinclair, the femme 
fatale who is now second in command, tells Rourke that there were 
not supposed to be any people here. This changes everything, she 
tells him, cryptically. This changes nothing, he retorts. Atlantis’s 
ruler, King Kashekim, speaking in his people’s ancient language, 
chastises his attractive, long-haired daughter—who is dressed in a 
bikini top and a sarong bottom—that she should not have let the 
interlopers live. The daughter, Princess Kida, replies that the out- 
siders might be able to help them. Rourke chimes in, in English, 
saying they are honored to be welcomed to the city. They are not 
welcome, says the ruler. He knows what they want, and they will 
not find it in Atlantis. “We are peaceful explorers,” Rourke repeats 
blithely, “men of science.” Then why are you carrying pistols? the 
king asks. “Our weapons allow us to remove obstacles we may 
encounter,” Rourke replies equally smoothly. Some obstacles can- 
not be removed by a mere show of force, the Atlantean ruler says, 
ordering the Americans to leave immediately. Rourke asks to 
remain overnight, and his request is granted. This conversation 
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could easily have been an exchange between indigenous people 
and Spanish conquistadors in Mexico, American settlers on the 
Great Plains, or European explorers in Africa. And it is the first 
truly ominous note in Aflantis. 

Milo is urged to talk to Kida and to find out what he can about 
the city. How did the city get to the bottom of the sea, he wants to 
know, as she leads him on a tour. “It is said that the gods became 
jealous of Atlantis,” Kida explains. “They sent a great cataclysm 
and banished us here.” The city is an amalgam of the futuristic and 
the primitive, including massive carved heads similar to those 
found on Easter Island in the Pacific. A bright, blue light—like a 
star—floats above the city, providing light and, Milo thinks, 
power. As the tour progresses, there is an intercut shot of crates of 
rifles being opened and passed out. Kida sheds her sarong to reveal 
a bikini bottom, and she leads Milo on an underwater swim, sur- 
facing in a chamber. There he learns from a mural the secret of 
Atlantis’s energy source—a magic crystal. 

But when the pair returns and surfaces, they find themselves 
surrounded by members of the expedition—now all armed. Milo 
curses himself for being an idiot. “This is just another treasure hunt 
for you,” he says. Rourke explains that he would have told the 
young man about the expedition’s goal earlier, “but it was strictly 
on a need-to-know basis. . . . | had to be sure you were one of us. 
Welcome to the club, son.” This is a club that Milo says he has no 
interest in joining, declaring that he is no mercenary. “I prefer the 
term ‘adventure capitalist,” Rourke says with a smile, a play on 
the “venture capitalists” that fueled the 1990s technology and 
Internet boom. Here, at last, it becomes clear that Rourke is a steely 
villain, and not just a gruff, no-nonsense expedition leader. The 
characterization is particularly transgressive. Rourke is voiced 
by—and drawn to look like a brawny version of—the popular tele- 
vision star James Garner. As the lead actor in series such as Mav- 
erick and The Rockford Files, and in a series of endearing 
commercials for Kodak, Garner always played likeable characters. 
Although children watching this movie are probably unaware of 
this background, their parents and grandparents cannot be. Trans- 
forming Garner into the villainous Rourke might be a disturbing 
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choice for some viewers and, as his redeeming qualities quickly 
fall away, the characterization doesn’t get any better. 

Rourke points out that, despite his misgivings, Milo is entirely 
complicit in this situation, since the young man “led us right to the 
treasure chest.” The military leader has no idea what he is tamper- 
ing with by trying to grab the crystal, Milo says. “It’s big, it’s shiny 
and it’s going to make us all rich,” Rourke replies. But the crystal 
is neither a diamond nor a battery, Milo says, it is a life force, the 
only thing that is keeping the people of Atlantis alive. If the adven- 
turers take it away, the people of the city will die. The only thing 
that fact will change, Rourke says, is to enhance the value of the 
stone. Academics, he snorts, “you never want to get your hands 
dirty.” Getting to the heart of the matter—and, by implication, of 
the Smithsonian—Rourke says, “If you gave back every stolen arti- 
fact from a museum, you’d be left with an empty building. We’re 
just providing a service to the archaeological community.” What 
the Western world wants from any “New World”—even if its civi- 
lization is thousands of years old—is always the same: riches, 
energy, and artifacts. The startling fact is that these inescapable con- 
clusions, and these words, are not coming from some political tract 
but from animated characters in a Disney feature. 

Why is this happening? “It may seem incongruous that such an 
anticapitalist and, arguably, such an anti-Western message comes 
from a multibillion dollar, multinational company like Disney,” 
said Clay Steinman, professor of film and media studies at 
Macalester College and coauthor of Consuming Environments: 
Television and Commercial Culture. “But it isn’t, because making 
whites the villains allows the company to keep making narratives 
centered on white heroes, with a nod to a global, multicultural 
audience. The white hero is surrounded by sympathetic stereo- 
types from different backgrounds. In the end, Disney, like any 
large corporation, is first of all about making money. Whatever its 
other sources, the ideology of the pictures is shaped by that goal.” 

Without disputing Rourke’s indictment of Western archaeolo- 
gists, Milo tells him he is not interested in being a part of this effort. 
In effect, the young man is changing sides, arguably betraying his 
own people, out of principle. Or perhaps out of his emerging love 
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for Kida—or both. Rourke dismisses him as “‘an idealist, just like 
your grandfather.” The king refuses to tell the mercenary leader 
where the crystal is, earning him a beating and then an interroga- 
tion at Rourke’s pistol point. “I really hate it when negotiations go 
sour,” the commander says, as if this is a civilized proceeding. 
“Once again, diplomacy has failed us.” The callousness provokes 
some restiveness in ranks of mercenaries, at least among the more 
enlightened. The African American medic objects to the heavy- 
handed treatment. “Put a bandage on that bleeding heart,” Rourke 
snaps. “It doesn’t suit a mercenary.” 

Rourke, threatening Kida, forces Milo to read the missing jour- 
nal page, which leads the mercenaries to a chamber below the 
palace, where the crystal revolves above a pool of water, sur- 
rounded by large, stone masks of Atlantis’s dead kings. For the 
commander, this is the jackpot he has come for, and he is ready to 
wrap it up. But for Kida, it is much more, both a deity and the 
embodiment of her dead mother. She falls to her knees, prostrate 
in prayer. Then she walks across the surface of the water, until she 
is directly below the glowing stone, and then she rises toward it. 
There are bursts of energy, the great stone masks of the ancient 
Atlantean kings drop, and Kida descends, glowing, now embody- 
ing the crystal. The scene is both convoluted and confusing, which 
may be intentional. 

Despite the spectacle, Rourke tells expedition members to crate 
the crystal and the young woman. Milo makes another effort to dis- 
suade the expedition members he has befriended. “You’re wiping 
out an entire civilization,” he says, just for money. Rourke tells 
him to get off his soapbox. “You read your Darwin,” he says. “It’s 
called natural selection. We’ re just helping it along.” To punctuate 
his remarks, Rourke decks Milo with one punch, fully intending to 
leave him behind with the dying civilization. “You discovered 
Atlantis,” he says. “Now you're part of the exhibit.” But some of 
the more humane members of the expedition are beginning to 
waver, voicing doubts about what they are doing. “You can’t be 
serious,” Rourke says, disgusted. “We’re this close to our biggest 
payday ever, and you pick now of all times to grow a conscience?” 
They stuck with their leader on previous adventures that included 
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robbing graves and plundering tombs, they agree, but no one was 
ever hurt. Rourke accepts their desertion, saying that P. T. Barnum 
was right (“There’s a sucker born every minute”), and he soon 
blows up the single bridge connecting Atlantis to the highway out. 
Milo reproaches himself again for leading the expedition to the 
ancient city and causing its destruction. 

The dying King Kashekim explains the power of the crystal: “It 
thrives on the collective emotions of all who came before. In 
return, it provides power, longevity, and protection. Yet it is not a 
perfect deity; it developed a consciousness of its own.” Ultimately, 
the power of the crystal overwhelmed the people of Atlantis and 
led to the city’s downfall and submersion, the king explains. Good 
or bad, if the crystal leaves the city, all will die. Milo resolves to 
do whatever he can to undo his damage. In what is—thankfully— 
his last recitation of guilt, the young man again capsulizes his 
offenses. Eerily, the sentence he speaks could have been spoken by 
the Native American guide who took Cortés, the Spanish conquis- 
tador, to the city of the Aztecs in the sixteenth century. “I led a band 
of plundering vandals to the greatest archaeological find in 
recorded history, thus enabling the kidnapping and/or murder of 
the royal family,” he says. Worse, Milo raises the specter of the 
amoral arms merchant, and of Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany—in the 
eyes of some, the Saddam Hussein of his day. In effect, on the eve 
of World War I, he has delivered “the most powerful force known 
to man into the hands of a mercenary nutcase who’s probably 
going to sell it to the Kaiser!” 

Although he has no chance of success, Milo rallies his loyal 
expedition mates and Kida’s Atlantean followers to power up indi- 
vidual flight fighters—like something out of Star Wars—to pursue 
Rourke and retrieve the crystal. It is not the smart thing to do, he 
concedes, but it is the right thing. He vows to rescue the princess 
and save Atlantis, or die trying. The scene of the final conflict 1s 
the cavernous base of a dormant volcano, whose hollow lava tube 
leads to the surface and—with some explosive assistance— 
escape. Preparing to rise in a large balloon, Rourke is gloating: “I 
love it when I win.” The air battle unfolds between the expedition’s 
biplanes and the Atlanteans’ futuristic fighters. In the instant 
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before the shooting begins, Milo folds his hands, as if in prayer. 
Rourke is no coward, but he remains steadfastly craven. When the 
balloon begins to lose altitude, he tosses his partner, Helga, out of 
the gondola to her death, as if she were nothing more than ballast. 
Trying to kill Milo, Rourke touches the crystal and dies a horrible 
death. “Thank heaven,” Milo exclaims. 

The explosive charges cause the volcano to erupt, am one a cat- 
astrophic wave of lava back toward Atlantis. But by then, the crys- 
tal is restored and Princess Kida is released to her previous living 
form. Before the molten earth can engulf the city, Titans rise up to 
activate a protective shield. 


What were Disney writers and animators thinking when they 
conceived Atlantis? What was their goal? What message did they 
want to convey? It is hard to believe that Michael Eisner, a notori- 
ous micromanager, planned the film as a devastating, unrelenting 
attack on capitalism and American imperialism. Yet it is impossi- 
ble to read the movie, at least the last third of the film, any other 
way. In the end, Milo abandons America for Atlantis. With 
Atlantis, Walt Disney—scourge of left-wing unionism and com- 
munism in Hollywood—ust be spinning in his grave. 


Chapter Thirty-Two 


Lilo and Stitch (2002): Send in 
the Clone 


While the cloning of sentient beings for profit does not immedi- 
ately suggest itself as the ideal premise for a children’s film, Lilo 
and Stitch manages to make it work. The larger theme of the fea- 
ture is Disney’s contention that it is unconditional love—rather 
than a two-parent household—which most accurately defines a 
family unit. Woven through this sweet (but not saccharine) story 
is a reverence for life: What seems to be a monstrous, unlovable 
creature should not be sent away, done away with, or abandoned. 
This concept of family, Ohana in the native language of Hawaii, 
where most of the film is set, is that “nobody gets left behind—or 
forgotten.” 

In outer space, leaders of the United Galactic Federation are 
meeting on the planet Turo, to consider charges that an industrial 
scientist has been conducting illegal genetic experiments for 
Galaxy Defense Industries. The scientist, Jumba, speaking with a 
Russian accent, pleads not guilty to acting in such an irresponsible 
and unethical fashion. Prosecutors rebut by displaying, in a glass 
case, a small, snarling blue creature with a mouth full of pointed 
teeth and outsized ears. Nonplussed, the scientist—who is quin- 
tessentially mad—explains with pride that the creature is bullet- 
_ proof, fireproof, and can think faster than a supercomputer. It can 
see in the dark and move objects three thousand times its size, and 
its only instinct is to obliterate everything it touches. 

So it is a monster, says the alien leader, the Grand Council- 
woman. Well, perhaps just a little one, the scientist concedes with 
a hint of pride. That is enough for the military commander, Cap- 
tain Guntu. The creature, named “Experiment 626,” is “an affront 
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to nature,” he declares. “It must be destroyed.” Calm yourself, the 
Councilwoman says. Perhaps the creature can be reasoned with, 
she suggests, and asks the being to give some sign that it under- 
stands the proceedings, since its existence is at stake. “Show us 
that there is something inside you that is good,” she says. The crea- 
ture considers the request, clears its throat, then lets fly with a 
stream of unintelligible but apparently very naughty expletives. 
Compounding the offense, 626 then laughs at the effect on the 
aliens, like a potty-mouthed toddler. This is too much, even for its 
creator, who denies teaching it to talk like that. The alien leader has 
heard enough. “Place that idiot scientist under arrest,” she orders. 
(“I prefer to be called an evil genius,” he replies defensively.) The 
creature, she rules, is an “abomination. It is the pure product of a 
deranged mind. It has no place among us. Take it away.” 
Unabashed by the sentence, 626 responds by using its tongue to 
slobber over the inside of its glass case. 

En route to a prison ship for exile on a desert asteroid, 626 man- 
ages to escape its constraints and flee into hyperspace in a small 
ship. Galactic Federation trackers—who resemble Piglet and Tig- 
ger from Winnie the Pooh—teport to the leaders on the craft’s des- 
tination. It is headed for “Area 51”—a play on the New Mexico 
wilderness where space aliens are said to have landed in the mid- 
twentieth century—and an obscure planet that is mostly covered 
with water. That could solve the problem, someone observes, since 
the creature’s molecular density is so great it won’t be able to sur- 
vive in water. When the trackers interrupt to say the craft is headed 
for a small island, it appears Earth is doomed. “We’ll have to gas 
it,” says the leader. Not so fast, says a galactic environmental offi- 
cial. The planet is home to a protected species—the endangered 
mosquito. Other options, such as invading the island, would only 
cause panic, the environmental official says. The mad scientist and 
the environmental official are dispatched to Earth to capture 626. 

Just off one of the Hawaiian Islands, a pudgy little girl named 
Lilo is swimming and feeding a sandwich to her fish friends. She 
comes ashore, pausing on the beach to snap a picture of a fat, white 
tourist. Lilo is late to her traditional dancing lesson—all the other 
native Hawaiians she encounters are fit and beautiful—and the 
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ensuing session does not go well. Lilo attacks and bites a girl in 
her class who calls her crazy for believing that her fish friend con- 
trols the weather. The fight, we soon see, is symptomatic of a num- 
ber of larger problems the girl is having—beginning with 
depression. A book on her bedroom shelf is entitled Practical 
Voodoo, which she attempts to use to get back at the girls from 
school. Her parents have been killed in an accident, and her older 
sister, Nani, is all the family she has left. Lilo’s primary consola- 
tion is to listen to Elvis records, especially “Heartbreak Hotel.” 
The house, a traditional structure on stilts, is a mess, and a social 
worker is coming. “We’re a broken family, aren’t we?” Lilo asks 
her sister, with whom she often clashes. Both siblings scream in 
frustration into pillows. “I like you better as a sister than as a 
mom,” the little girl says, as they reconcile. 

The creature’s spacecraft enters Earth’s atmosphere with a fiery 
trail, which Lilo sees through her bedroom window and mistakes 
for a falling star, the occasion for a wish. She recreates—after a 
fashion—a similar scene in Pinocchio. Lilo kneels by her bed, but 
this time she prays. “It’s me again,” she says, clearly addressing 
God, rather than any fairy. “I need someone to be my friend; some- 
one who won’t run away. Maybe send me an angel. The nicest 
angel you have.” This sacred scene contrasts with 626’s landing, 
which is more reminiscent of the infant Superman’s from Krypton. 
The creature emerges from a smoking crater, apparently swearing 
a blue streak in his own language. He does not appear to be an 
angel, or the answer to Lilo’s prayer. A passing truck smashes 626, 
and Hawaiian drivers take his remains to the local animal shelter. 
There the creature has enough sense to transform himself into 
something that looks like a dog. Nani, in hopes of finding a friend 
for her little sister, takes Lilo to the shelter the next morning. The 
creature again demonstrates intelligence by throwing himself at 
Lilo in what she takes as a spontaneous expression of love. Against 
the advice of Nani and the shelter attendant, Lilo insists on adopt- 
ing the creature, which she decides is the angel she prayed for. She 
names him “Stitch.” 

The mad scientist, now in Hawaii in pursuit of the fugitive cre- 
ation, observes Lilo and Stitch leaving the shelter and predicts 
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disaster. His creature is programmed for destruction and mayhem, 
Jumba tells his alien sidekick, and so is powerless to do anything 
else. Stitch displays those impulses at Lilo’s house, wrecking 
much of what he sees. But Lilo, who knows what it is like to be 
alone and unlovable, will not give up on her ill-tempered pet. So, 
nature or nurture? Lilo draws a sketch of Stitch in the form of a 
graph, explaining to him that his “badness level is unusually high 
for someone your size.” When she talks to him, 1s she also talking 
about herself? For all this affection and forbearance, Stitch wreaks 
more havoc, costing Nani her nightclub job and thus further jeop- 
ardizing her guardianship of Lilo. The older sister guesses—cor- 
rectly—that Stitch is no dog, but some mutated creature. Nani 
demands that they return Stitch to the shelter, where death 
undoubtedly awaits, but Lilo refuses. “He was an orphan and we 
adopted him!” she yells, invoking the concept of Ohana, as 
explained by their father. The term, Lilo repeats, means family, and 
family means nobody gets left behind—or forgotten. Nani argues 
that Stitch hasn’t been there long enough to qualify for Ohana. 
Lilo says, neither have I. Nani concedes.the argument, saying she 
hates it when her sister uses Ohana against her. 

Saved by Lilo, Stitch repays the favor by ripping up the girl’s 
bedroom, and is calmed only when a flower /ei falls onto his neck. 
“You wreck everything you touch,” she tells her pet, but not in 
anger. “Why not try to make something for a change?” Is this 
something Lilo is repeating from what an understanding teacher 
has said to her? Stitch takes her literally, constructing a realistic- 
looking model of San Francisco—which he immediately destroys 
in a scene out of an old Japanese monster movie. Again observing 
from a distance, the scientist Jamba comments that the girl 1s wast- 
ing her time, that the creature cannot ignore its programming—it 
has no free will. Stitch, he says, was designed to be a monster, but 
now it has nothing to destroy. “I never gave him a greater pur- 
pose,” he sighs. “What must it be like to have nothing, not even 
memories to visit in the middle of the night?” 

Sleepless, Stitch goes through Lilo’s bookshelf, until he dis- 
covers an illustrated copy of The Ugly Duckling. The pictures 
strike such a chord with the creature that he wakes Lilo and he asks 
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for an explanation. She tells him that, at the end, the duckling is 
‘happy because he knows where he belongs.” Lilo decides that 
Stitch looks like an Elvis fan, so she introduces him to the King, 
starting with “Suspicious Minds.” The girl turns her pet into a con- 
vincing Elvis impersonator, but the transformation only succeeds 
in sabotaging Nani’s job hunt. David, Nani’s would-be boyfriend, 
lifts their spirits by suggesting they all go surfing. Stitch watches 
with envy, and Nani and David fuss over Lilo. He is so eager to 
belong that, despite the danger of water, he joins them on a surf- 
board. Several adventures follow, as Jumba and his sidekick try 
again to capture Stitch—without success. Gloom descends again 
when the social worker appears to inform Nani that he will have to 
take Lilo from her. 

That night, in the girl’s bedroom, the sadness is contagious. 
Stitch is sad too. Lilo shows him a family photo and then explains 
how her parents died in an accident. She asks him about his par- 
ents, and he says he has none. The girl says she hears him cry at 
night. “I know that’s why you wreck things and push me,” she 
says, speaking from her own experience. “Our family’s little now 
and we don’t have many toys, but if you want, you could be part 
of it. You could be our baby and we’d raise you to be good.” Stitch 
looks at the page from The Ugly Duckling and heads for the bed- 
room window. Lilo tells Stitch about Ohana, as the creature pauses 
in the window. “But if you want to leave, you can,” she says. “I'll 
remember you, though. I remember everyone that leaves.” Stitch 
does leave, taking the book into the forest in hopes of being found 
by his family. Waiting forlornly in a clearing, he is discovered by 
Jumba. If you are waiting for a family, the scientist says, “you 
don’t have one. I made you. You were built to destroy. You can 
never belong. Let me take you apart.” 

Nani has to tell Lilo of the social worker’s decision; the girl will 
have to leave. “Sometimes you try your hardest, but things don’t 
work out the way you want them to,” she says to her little sister. 
“Sometimes things have to change and maybe sometimes they’re 
for the better.” The next morning, David has good news for Nani— 
he has found her a job. But before she can race back to the house 
to stop the social worker, disaster strikes. Stitch races back to the 
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house, pursued by Jumba, now determined to kill him rather than 
capture him. Lilo has had enough of the exasperating blue pet. 
“You ruined everything!” she shouts. But Stitch has learned the 
girl’s lesson. Ohana, he says, and Lilo is forced to come to his aid. 
Lilo does help, to no avail; the house is destroyed, just as the social 
worker pulls up to take the girl away. 

Several frantic escapes and chases ensue, as officials from the 
Galactic Federation arrive on the scene to reclaim their prisoner. 
Accused of being foul and flawed, Stitch replies with a newfound 
self-esteem that he is cute and fluffy. Characters suddenly change 
sides, with one exclaiming, “Hope for a miracle, that’s all we can 
do.”’ When the smoke finally clears, the Grand Councilwoman asks 
Stitch who he is. Standing with Lilo and Nani, he says, “This is my 
family. I found it all on my own. It’s little, and it’s broken, but still 
good. Yeah, still good.” The alien leader decides to let Stitch 
remain on Earth. The closing credits are snapshots and postcards 
of the reconstituted family, full of love and fun. 

Lilo and Stitch artfully weaves together disparate strands of Left 
and Right. There are swipes at the evil defense industry, willing to 
do anything for money. An officious environmental protection 
agent averts planetary genocide. And the notion that the nuclear 
family of mother, father, and children is the only successful model 
is undermined. Yet the movie also implicitly questions human 
cloning and abortion. Even Ohana echoes President George W. 
Bush’s education law, the No Child Left Behind act. What I admire 
most about Lilo and Stitch is that, finally, Disney puts a short, 
chubby, sometimes exasperating little girl at the center of one of 
its animated features. And it works. It is possible. 


Chapter Thirty-Three 


Treasure Planet (2002): Mining the 
Father Lode 


Treasure Planet, the greatest financial disaster in the history of 
modern Disney animation, was the third and one of the last 
attempts by the studio—after Tarzan and Atlantis—to lure boys 
back to theaters by putting a young man at the center of the narra- 
tive. But, as sometimes happens in the movie business, Treasure 
Planet’s monumentally dismal balance sheet obscured a solid 
story, with important and timely moral lessons for adolescents and 
teens. The tale, based on Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure 
Island, is set on a planet called Montessor, an odd mixture of Eliz- 
abethan England and some futuristic, space-traveling galaxy that 
includes human-like beings with animal and insect-like features. 
At the outset of the movie, a little boy named Jim Hawkins is 
enamored of stories about the pirate Captain Nathaniel Flint, who 
years before is reputed to have hidden the loot of a thousand raids 
on a legendary planet. Jim is a sweet, loving child who shares his 
bedtime reading with his mother, Sarah, upstairs at the rickety inn 
she and her sailor spouse run, the Admiral Benbo. 

However, in the twelve-year jump in time since the opening 
sequence, much has changed for Jim and Sarah. (Certain Disney 
truths endure: the prospects for an intact, nuclear family surviving 
_ an animated feature from beginning to end and living happily ever 
after remain slim.) Their father and husband has abandoned them, 
returning to a life aboard ship, and shattering the family. Jim, 
although bright, has turned into a sullen, resentful teenager, not 
doing well in school and getting into minor scrapes with the law. 
His mother complains to a sympathetic but geeky customer at the 
inn named Delbert Doppler that the boy has not been the same 
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since his father left, proclaiming that she is at the end of her rope. 
Jim spends his time joyriding in a homemade, solar-powered, 
rocket sail-and-surf board. After one particularly dangerous stunt, 
he is pulled over by two flying traffic cops and returned home. The 
officers warn Sarah that, because her son has violated his parole, 
they are confiscating his vehicle and that if he gets into trouble 
again he is headed for Juvenile Hall. Clearly, the cops say, Jim is 
a loser and a dead-ender. 

For many households in contemporary cities and suburbs, 
whether they have two parents or one parent, this scenario is no 
fantasy. Alienated teens can be extremely frustrating. Sarah pleads 
with Jim not to throw away his future. What future? he asks bit- 
terly, heading for the harbor to mope and recall happier childhood 
times. Out of the sky comes a strange vehicle, crash-landing 
nearby. Jim helps rescue the dying occupant, Billy Bones, whose 
main concerns are his small, wooden chest and the cyborg—a 
humanoid robot—he is certain is in pursuit. Inside the chest, the 
teenager finds a mysterious, metal sphere that he manages to hang 
onto when pirates arrive and ransack the inn. Jim, Sarah, and Del- 
bert barely escape, but the pirates leave the Benbo a smoking ruin. 

At Delbert’s home, Jim works the small sphere like a Rubik’s 
puzzle until it springs open to reveal a holographic map that both 
the scientist and the teenager believe shows the location of Cap- 
tain Flint’s treasure planet. Delbert, a wealthy dilettante with 
canine features, proposes to finance and outfit a voyage to recover 
the loot. More than anything, Jim wants to go along on the adven- 
ture. For him, itis an opportunity to make a comeback, a fresh start 
to his life. However, Sarah is reluctant to let him go, for a variety 
of reasons. “I know that I keep messing things up,” Jim tells her. 
“I know that I let you down, but this is my chance to make things 
up to you, set things right.” More than anything, Jim sees this as 
an opportunity to redeem himself, and Delbert thinks it might be a 
good idea—something akin to an Outward Bound experience. 
“There are much worse remedies than a few character-building 
months in space,” the astronomer says. Sarah, who has raised a 
child alone and run an inn for many years, is not as starry-eyed as 
her friend. The woman knows that there is danger involved in a 
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voyage like this, and she does not want to lose her son. You won't, 
Jim assures her. “I’1] make you proud.” 

At the spaceport, Delbert and Jim make their way to their ship, 
the RLS Legacy—a name that will have considerable meaning for 
the teenager as the story unfolds. They meet their captain, a crisp, 
self-possessed female feline with a British accent, named Amelia. 
The motley creatures of the crew appear to have been recruited 
from the Star Wars cantina. Jim is put in the charge of the ship’s 
cook, a sinister-looking cyborg named Long John Silver. Like 
Captain Hook, he has a metal replacement for one hand, as well as 
an electronic leg. Silver takes an immediate and sternly paternal 
interest in Jim, ordering him to complete kitchen tasks and to swab 
the decks. “Heaven help you if I come back and it’s not done,” Sil- 
ver admonishes. Later, Silver saves Jim from a nasty encounter 
with a sinister, spider-like crewmember. When the older man asks 
the boy if his father ever taught him to pick his fights carefully, Jim 
is silent. “Father not the teaching sort?” Silver asks. No, Jim 
replies, “more the taking off and never coming back sort.” The 
cook says he is sorry, only to be assured by the teenager that it is 
no big deal. “I’m doing just fine,” he says, although it is clear from 
everything we know that he is not fine. As Jim works, a plaintive 
song is sung called “I’m Still Here,” about being caught between 
boyhood and manhood, and about the feeling of being abandoned. 
Over the lyrics, Jim recalls a scene from his childhood, when he 
sought approval from his father, but got only passing attention. 
“How can you learn what’s never shown?” he sings. “Can you help 
me be a man?” Exhausted by his chores, the boy falls asleep in a 
chair, and Silver tenderly covers him with a blanket. 

Around the ship in the days that follow, Jim allows himself to 
begin to admire Silver and, at the same time—through hard work 
and a good spirit—to gain his respect. Delbert’s prediction seems 
accurate. Understandably, the teenager’s feelings are tentative: Is 
this a man worthy of his trust? Jim dreams of seeing his sailor 
father leaving the family for his ship for the last time; his mother 
sobs, and the small boy vainly chases the man. Jim’s doubts about 
Silver subside, and as they do the teenager gains confidence and is 
transformed. When a collapsing star sets off a storm that threatens 
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to wreck the ship and all hands are sent aloft into the masts, Jim 
saves Silver’s life. This act of heroism earns congratulations from 
Captain Amelia, but the accolade is short-lived. The boy is unjustly 
accused of responsibility for the death of the first mate, for not 
securing his lifeline. In fact, the spider has killed the ship’s second- 
in-command by cutting his lifeline, but the blame falls on Jim’s 
incompetence. Silver tries to come to his defense, but the boy’s 
fragile confidence is obliterated. He is convinced he has messed 
up. “For two seconds, I thought I could do something right.” Sil- 
ver puts his arm around Jim, and tries to buck him up, using florid 
nautical metaphors. You have the makings of greatness, the cook 
tells him, “but you’ve got to take the helm and chart your own 
course and stick to it—no matter the squalls. And when the time 
comes, you get the chance to test the cut of your sails and show 
what you’re made of. Well, I hope I’m there, catching some of the 
light coming off you that day.” This moves Jim to tears, and Silver 
comforts him again. The boy smiles, and drifts off to sleep. 

Long John Silver is as conflicted as Jim Hawkins, and he knows 
it. A pirate and probably a cold-blooded killer, the cyborg has 
recruited the dissolute crew of the Legacy for a purpose—to steal 
the treasure when then they find it. Silver acknowledges to his lit- 
tle creature sidekick, Morph, that he is “getting in deep here” in his 
relationship with Jim. The next thing he knows, his pirate mates 
on the crew will think he has gone soft, which would fatally under- 
mine his leadership of the plot. Sure enough, his musing is over- 
heard by the spider, which tries to turn Silver’s introspective words 
against him when the conspirators meet below decks, accusing 
him of having a soft spot for the boy. Unknown to the others, Jim 
has fallen into a nearby fruit barrel and overhears the discussion. 
The pirate leader defends himself by assuring the others that he 
would not risk the treasure for some “nose-wiping little whelp.” 
He insists that he has not gone soft, and that he only “cozied up to 
that kid to keep him off our scent.” 

The mutiny erupts, with Jim leaping from the barrel and siding 
with Captain Amelia and Delbert. In the course of the battle, Sil- 
ver has the opportunity to shoot the boy—but he cannot. Suddenly, 
Treasure Planet is in sight, and all hands head for the surface, albeit 
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in different vehicles and different directions. The murderous 
pirates surround Amelia, Delbert, and Jim in the redoubt of a 
manic robot marooned on the planet years before by Captain Flint. 
Silver demands a parley with Jim, apologizing for what he said 
about the boy and claiming that he did not mean it. If he hadn’t 
convinced his mates that he hadn’t gone soft, Silver says, the 
pirates would have gutted them both. The cyborg has a new pro- 
posal for Jim, that they join forces and make common cause 
against their respective allies. “If we play our cards right,” Silver 
says, “we can both walk away from this rich as kings.” In exchange 
for Jim’s map, the pirate leader offers to make the boy an equal 
partner in the treasure. 

The time for trusting defective father figures is past for newly 
assertive Jim Hawkins. He rejects Silver’s duplicitous deal, throw- 
ing back at him his earlier talk of Jim’s potential for greatness and 
“the light off his sails.” Silver is equally disgusted, observing that 
his life lessons have been wasted on the boy. “You still don’t know 
how to pick your fights,” he says. If the map is not returned by 
dawn, the pirates will blast the little band of holdouts. Another, 
more practical reason that Jim cannot turn over the map 1s that he 
no longer has it; it is hidden on the Legacy, which is hovering 
above the planet’s surface. With Delbert caring for the injured 
Captain Amelia, it is up to Jim to recover the map. Aboard the ship, 
another battle ensues. Jim kills the spider, after learning that the 
first mate’s death came at the claws of the arachnid and not as a 
result of the boy’s failure. Although on the opposite side of this 
fight, Silver admits to grudging admiration for his student. “Just 
like me,” the pirate tells him, “you hate to lose.” 

Jim is forced at sword point to turn over the map, and the 
reunited crew finds Captain Flint’s treasure. However, the trove iS 
booby-trapped, set to destroy those who seek it, as well as the 
entire planet. As chaos ensues, Jim and Silver battle once again. “J 
like you, lad, but I’ ve come too far to let you stand between me and 
me treasure,” the old pirate says. Yet when he has the opportunity 
to finish off the boy, Silver can’t do it. His better self—the cyborg’s 
spark of humanity—won’t allow him to. With the planet about to 
explode, Jim returns the favor: He risks his life to save his friends 
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and the Legacy, by calling on the same hot-dogging, surfing skills 
that got the teen into trouble at the film’s beginning. Now it is Long 
John Silver’s turn to display parental pride. “Didn’t I say the boy 
had greatness in him?” he asks Delbert and Amelia, before 
embracing the boy. Jim is something special, Silver tells him. 
“You’re going to rattle the stars.” Finally, the teenager has the 
approval of a father figure. 

With some gold that Silver has salvaged from Treasure Planet— 
and gives to the boy—Jim’s mother is able to rebuild the Admiral 
Benbo Inn. Captain Amelia, now married to Delbert, recommends 
Jim to become a cadet at the Space Academy. At the party cele- 
brating the inn’s reopening, Jim arrives in uniform and shakes 
hands with the two traffic cops who arrested him. The boy is 
redeemed, although his mother is still without a partner. Oddly, the 
triumphant song that plays over the closing credits, “Always 
Know Where You Are,” recaps the lessons Jim has learned, but 
then introduces a note of reverence and spirituality wholly absent 
from the movie itself. ““Now I’m strong and I won’t kneel, except 
to thank who’s watching over me.” 

Traditionally in Disney’s animated features, mothers are the 
ones longed for by the central characters. In Treasure Planet, film- 
makers examine the toll exacted by absent fathers, especially on 
their adolescent sons. For me, the point is made far more persua- 
sively than in any lecture from a government bureaucrat or, worse, 
from a right-wing, talk radio scold. Dads have a big responsibility, 
as Jim Hawkins shows. But I wonder if a modern boy in Jim’s posi- 
tion, a child whose father has left the family, might actually bene- 
fit from watching this movie. While Treasure Planet does have a 
happy ending, I suspect that watching the animated feature might 
not do much to assuage such a grievous injury. Watching a movie 
does not equal therapy, nor will it substitute. Parental discretion 
advised—by me. 


Chapter Thirty-Four 


Return to Neverland (2002): Faith, 
Trust, and Pixie Dust II 


Tn a time when children are forced by modern commercial media 
to grow up too soon, and parents fight what is often a losing battle 
to preserve innocence and stave off cynicism, Return to Neverland 
argues that the struggle can be won. This victory can be achieved 
in the face of a much greater threat than television, movies, and pop 
music—in this case, the monstrous reality of a world war. Depart- 
ing from its recent sequel strategy, Disney made Return to Never- 
land decades after the original Peter Pan, and for big screen release. 
In the process, the values have been updated to accommodate major 
changes in modern culture and attitudes, even though the story 
takes place near the middle of the twentieth century. 

It is World War II, and London is suffering under the Nazi blitz. 
Wendy Darling, Peter Pan’s good friend, has grown up, married, 
and has two children. Her husband is called up for military duty, 
and as he leaves, he asks his adolescent daughter Jane to help her 
mother and younger brother. For all that has happened to Wendy 
since her childhood adventures, she has never forgotten Peter or 
stopped believing in him. From her balcony, she can still find “the 
second star to the right.” But for young Jane, the ugliness of real- 
ity is inescapable, forcing her to discard many childish things. 

Alone, and wearing a helmet, she picks her way home through 
bomb-ravaged neighborhoods, taking cover during an air raid. 
Later, she watches as emergency vehicles and crews race to try to 
save survivors and recover bodies from the rubble, before she joins 
her mother and brother in a shelter. 

Wendy tries to distract her children from the horror of the war 
outside with tales of Peter Pan. Jane, despite her youth, already 
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seems beyond such fantasies, preferring to monitor radio broad- 
casts. Still, her mother’s stories are intoxicating. As Wendy tells of 
the time Peter made off with Captain Hook’s ship and treasure, 
even Jane is drawn in. Hook will never win, the mother concludes, 
as long as there is “faith, trust, and pixie dust.” These three ele- 
ments—a concise restatement of the Disney gospel—are too much 
for her daughter. Jane snaps, ““Poppycock!” There is no more time 
for fun and games, she says, for filling their heads with silly sto- 
ries. In this she sounds more like her curmudgeon grandfather in 
the earlier feature. The children of London will soon be evacuated 
to the countryside for safety, and when that happens, Wendy wants 
Jane to look after her brother Daniel. That means telling stories 
about Peter Pan, the mother says. The little boy will need them, as 
will Jane. They must have faith, trust, and pixie dust, Wendy 
insists. Hardened by what she has seen and heard, Jane says that 
they are ‘“‘just words from your stories. They don’t mean anything.” 
Young Daniel is still a believer: Peter Pan says that faith, trust, and 
pixie dust will make you fly. Not content that her own illusions 
have been crushed, Jane attempts to destroy her brother’s. “Story 
time is over,” she tells him. “Look, it’s a war. Peter Pan isn’t real, 
and people don’t fly.” Daniel protests that people do fly. Grow up, 
she tells him, and give up this childish nonsense. The boy, shaken, 
says his sister is lying to him. Wendy is outraged that Jane could 
treat her brother this way. “You think you’re very grown up, but 
you have a great deal to learn.” 

Jane would like to believe, as she looks out her window. In the 
next balcony, Wendy has Daniel in her arms, pointing at Peter’s 
star. The girl cries, singing through her tears that she is not a child, 
that she can take care of herself and that she mustn’t let the others 
see her weep. She is fine, she sings, but she is also too tired to lis- 
ten and too old to believe her mother’s stories. Jane would like to 
believe, but she cannot see what the others see. All she can see is 
the reality of her war-ravaged city, so she closes her window. 

Company is coming. A pirate ship makes its way through the 
clouds, dodging the planes of the RAF and the antiaircraft flak, 
heading for Wendy’s house. It is Captain Hook, arriving to kidnap 
Wendy—for whom he mistakes Jane—to use as bait to capture 
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Peter Pan. Back in Neverland, Peter easily rescues Jane, and flies 
off with her. There are some changes on the island—there are no 
Indians in evidence, for example. And Tinker Bell, it is immedi- 
ately apparent, has undergone some alterations over the decades, 
including breast reduction surgery and liposuction on her derriere. 
Her dress has been stretched as well. What has not changed is her 
jealousy of female rivals like Jane, whom the fairy proceeds to 
knock down. Peter shrugs his shoulders and explains, “All girls 
get like that around me.” After a tour of the island, Jane meets the 
Lost Boys, who remind her of her own little brother. The Lost 
Boys have the same reaction to Jane as they did to Wendy—they 
want her to stay and be their mother. Yet Peter notices something 
odd about Jane—she acts like a grown-up. For one, she is a list 
maker, the prototypical sign of impending adulthood, and she 
wants to go home, because her family in London needs her. So she 
builds a raft, which promptly sinks. Peter offers to teach her to fly, 
but the pixie dust is not enough; she lacks faith and trust, and so 
does not believe she can fly. “I don’t believe any of this,” she says, 
stalking off. ‘““And I especially don’t believe in fairies.” This last 
is inexplicably wounding to Tinker Bell, who seems to fall ill as 
her light begins to fade. The sprite needs Jane to believe in her, or 
she will die. 

Temptation comes calling, as it often does at this point in Dis- 
ney features, this time in the person of Captain Hook. He feigns 
despair to Jane, saying he needs his pilfered treasure to get back to 
his dear, sweet mother, who is ailing. If only Jane will help him 
recover it, he will gladly use his ship to take her home. Desperate 
to get back, she is ripe for both flattery and rationalization. Hook 
says Peter will not listen to reason, because “he’s not sensible, like 
you and I. He’s just a boy who’ll never grow up.” Jane justifies the 

betrayal on two grounds, beginning with self-interest. She’ ll never 
~ be able to fly home—which she must do to honor her promise to 
her father—because she lacks faith. And, if what Hook says is true, 
the treasure is rightfully his—and the carefree Peter has no use for 
it anyway. She agrees, on condition that Hook swears, in writing, 
that he will not harm Peter if the pirate gets the treasure. “You’re 
doing the right thing,” Hook assures her. “I’m your only way out.” 
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When she finds the treasure, she is to blow on the ship’s whistle to 
summon the pirates. 

Without Jane’s belief in her, Tinker Bell is near death, and for 
an instant she folds her hands in supplication. So Peter and the Lost 
Boys go looking for the girl and, despite her bargain with Hook, 
Jane loosens up, singing that she should become a Lost Boy. Stum- 
bling onto the treasure, she contemplates blowing the whistle, but 
thinks better of it and tosses it away. Peter proclaims her a “Lost 
Girl.” But a Lost Boy, not knowing what it will mean, picks up the 
discarded whistle and blows it, summoning pirates. Hook is tri- 
umphant and prepares to kill Peter; the captain has no intention of 
keeping his bargain with Jane. Outraged, Peter accuses the girl of 
being a traitor, and of lying to him. Worse, he says, “because you 
don’t believe in fairies, Tinker Bell’s light is going out.” Dis- 
traught, Jane flees to the Lost Boys’ lair to find Tinker Bell. She 
kneels beside the tiny, inert figure, as if she is praying, weeping, 
and asking for forgiveness. Jane reprises her song from the begin- 
ning, this time singing, “Now I have to believe all those precious 
stories,” that the world is made of faith, trust, and pixie dust. 
Sparkling dust emerges from the girl’s hands, landing on Tinker 
Bell, who is revived. 

On the pirate ship, Peter and the Lost Boys prepare to meet their 
fate, as Hook volunteers that he loathes children, confirmation of 
his undiluted villainy. Peter is not afraid to die, urging his young 
friends to be brave as well and not to let the pirates see them cry. 
Hook savors the moment, telling Peter to say his prayers. Then, in 
a role reversal from both the original film and the early part of the 
sequel, Jane now comes to Peter’s rescue—although at first Hook 
is not impressed by her arrival. “Run for your lives,” he exclaims 
facetiously, no doubt insulting many of the film’s viewers. “It’s a 
little girl!” This little girl is quick to free the Lost Boys and, when 
the pirates approach, to fly. Because she now believes, she can fly. 
Jane and Peter destroy the ship, and send the pirate crew flailing 
away in a lifeboat. 

Now, at last, Jane can fly home, although the Lost Boys protest 
that they will miss her. “But there’s someone back home who 
needs me. And besides, now I’ve got great stories to tell him about 
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Peter Pan and the Lost Boys.” Jane and Peter fly back to London 
and, as Big Ben tolls, Jane awakes on the window seat. She runs 
to her mother, apologizing for her disbelief and confirms that Peter 
is indeed remarkable. Daniel, in the doorway, interrupts them, say- 
ing that he has had a bad dream. Wendy and Jane agree to tell the 
boy stories together. Later, Wendy and Peter are reunited. He says 
she has changed. “Not really,” she says, “not ever.” Wendy, Jane, 
and Daniel watch from the balcony as Peter flies off. “I'll always 
believe in you, Peter Pan,” Jane says, just as a truck pulls up below 
and her father emerges. 

In an extremely muted way, Return to Neverland makes the 
same point as the live action film Life is Beautiful. In that movie, 
a father attempts to protect his son from the grotesque realities of 
a concentration camp by telling him stories and creating a fantasy 
world. Anne Frank pasted photos of American stars on the wall of 
her hideaway in Amsterdam. For children, fantasy is a valid 
retreat, a legitimate refuge, in times of terror. Jane learns that sto- 
ries can, for a time, mediate reality. Although tragedy and suffer- 
ing can certainly eradicate childhood innocence, it need not always 
be the case. In hospital wards for seriously ill young people, in spe- 
cial camps and various programs such as the Make-a- Wish Foun- 
dation, children often ask for visits from cartoon characters or trips 
to Disney theme parks. Durable fantasies, many based on animated 
features, can give joy and sustain hope, regardless of life’s hard- 
ships. 


Chapter Thirty-Five 


Brother Bear (2003): Primitive 
Predestination 


More than any other of Disney’s animated features, Brother Bear 
is a movie infused by spirituality and focused on quest, transfor- 
mation, and redemption—from beginning to end. In the opening 
sequence, an old man begins a tale from the world of the Pacific 
Northwest 10,000 years ago at the end of the Ice Age. Around a 
campfire, as sparks fly up, the storyteller sketches this Native 
American cosmos, a world full of magic. The multicolored north- 
ern lights are a supernatural force, he explains, the great spirits of 
their ancestors that have the power to make changes in lives and to 
transform one thing into another. Greatest of these is the story of a 
boy who wanted to be a man, he says. 

With no solid documentation for what human society was like 
at the time in a religious sense, the Disney writers relied on sto- 
ries found in many cultures around the world. Chuck Williams, a 
development executive and producer at Florida Animation Stu- 
dio, said he and cowriter Aaron Blaise created the original story 
after “reading a lot of Native American myths and transformation 
stories,” according to the film’s production notes. “We discovered 
that practically every culture around the world had some kind of 
story about people transforming into animals. Many of them were 
about boys changing into bears as a coming of age ritual. Some of 
the stories even had humans pretending to be bears for a period of 
time and then they’d come out and be considered men of the 
tribe.” Blaise added, “The transformation myths were designed to 
teach life lessons and that’s why they were passed down all these 
years by different cultures. They’re structured in ways that are 
unlike Western storytelling, with the idea that you could go from 
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one culture to another, meaning one animal world to the human 
world.” 

Of course, as the production notes acknowledge, Brother Bear 
is an idealized portrayal of this place and period—everyone seems 
well fed, healthy, and happy, with full sets of teeth. An opening 
song, played over magnificent vistas of land, mountains, water, 
and ice, explains how in this world humans and nature live side by 
side, in harmony, “brothers all the same.” All beings look to the 
sky to fill their hearts and souls, and to give thanks for what they 
have been given. At this moment, a family of three brothers is 
preparing for acommunal ceremony in which the youngest, named 
Kenai, is to receive his totem. This small carved animal worn 
around the neck—a symbol revealed to the old shaman Tanana by 
the Great Spirits—will guide the young person entering adulthood 
through life. Years earlier, Kenai’s oldest brother Sitka received an 
eagle, signifying guidance; the next in line, Denahi, was given a 
wolf, for wisdom. So the young boy is understandably disap- 
pointed when Tanana gives him an amiable bear, the sign of love. 
This disappointment is only magnified after the ceremony when 
Kenai’s older brothers tease him about the “unmanly” totem. 

Before the ceremony, Kenai has been told by Sitka to make cer- 
tain to tie a basket of fish high into a tree to keep it out of reach of 
bears. But the boy is so excited about the gathering that he does 
not take care to secure the basket before leaving for the campfire. 
When the brothers return for a celebration, they see that it has 
fallen and that some animal has made off with it. Now even more 
embarrassed, Kenai chases off to recover it, only to find that a 
seven-foot grizzly has destroyed the basket and eaten his fish. Hav- 
ing made one mistake, the boy now compounds his error. 
Enraged—and overmatched—he throws pieces of wood at the 
retreating bear. The grizzly is startled, but seems not to want to 
" respond. Still, she understands she must defend herself from the 
human. Kenai soon calls for help, and his brothers come running. 
In the ensuing fight, Sitka sacrifices his life to save his two younger 
brothers, and is transformed by the light spirits into a living, glow- 
ing version of his totem, a bald eagle. 

However, in the struggle, the bear has escaped, and Kenai vows 
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to kill the animal. Denahi tells his younger brother that he does not 
blame the bear for Sitka’s death, and he reminds Kenai that killing 
the bear will not bring Sitka back. Doing so will only upset the 
spirits, he says. Assembled again at the communal campfire, the 
shaman Tanana bids Sitka a symbolic farewell, saying he left his 
family and his friends too soon. Kenai tosses his totem into the 
dying fire, leaves to track the bear and soon kills it with his spear. 
As his brother Denahi predicted, this act upsets the harmony of 
their existence, and thus upsets the spirits. The sacred lights sur- 
round Kenai and transform him into the bear he has killed. At this 
moment, Denahi arrives on the scene. He sees the bear on the 
ground near Kenai’s clothes and assumes that another of his broth- 
ers has been lost to the beast. But before Denahi can take his 
vengeance, Sitka’s spirit materializes. Transformed into an eagle, 
he lifts and carries Kenai away. Denahi ties his brother’s totem— 
recovered from the fire by Tanana—to his spear and sets off in 
deadly, determined pursuit. 

When Kenai wakes, he is with Tanana, and the old woman 
informs him that he has become a bear, and why. Sitka wants his 
younger brother to achieve a new perspective on life, to make up 
for what he did wrong. To do so, she tells him, Kenai must find 
Sitka on the “mountain where the light touches the earth.” How- 
ever, Kenai is not ready to accept that he made a mistake, much 
less that he has been transformed into a bear. He stumbles into a 
rope snare and is freed only with the help of a motormouth bear 
cub named Koda, who needs a companion to help him find the 
annual salmon run. Kenai is not interested in helping Koda—until 
the cub informs him that the run is in sight of the mountain where 
the sacred spirits touch the earth. With Denahi tracking them, 
Kenai and Koda journey toward their common goals. 

As they travel and together overcome obstacles, Kenai and 
Koda are trailed—or guided—by an eagle, the spirit of Kenai’s 
brother Sitka. Along the way, the pair pass through an abandoned 
village, where they see a cave painting of a human hunting a bear 
with a spear. Each sees a “monster” in a different image, one 
responsible for the death of a loved one, and each wonders why 
there is hatred between the species. Beneath the surface, it is 
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another of Disney’s misleading symmetries. The humans hunt 
bears when they need food; bears attack humans in self-defense. 
At the salmon run, the other bears embrace Koda and welcome 
Kenai as a member of their family. They accept him into the com- 
munity of feasting and storytelling. Kenai says it is the most peace- 
ful place he has ever been to. But as Koda tells the bears his story 
of seeing his mother fight the men, Kenai realizes that the bear he 
killed was Koda’s mother and that she only fought the three human 
brothers to defend her offspring. Kenai is overcome by remorse for 
what he has done and flees the bears. Kenai sees the mountaintop 
where he must go to find the spirit of his brother Sitka, and he 
begins to climb. Koda comes with him. 

Now finally transformed into a mature being, Kenai is com- 
pelled to confess to Koda. “I did something wrong,” he tells the 
cub, “and I am so sorry.” The revelation that Kenai killed his 
mother shatters the young bear, causing him to run away. Sitka the 
eagle appears to guide his youngest brother to the sacred summit— 
and to his destiny. But the middle brother, Denahi, has tracked the 
bear to the mountaintop as well, still bent on deadly revenge. This 
time, it is Koda who returns to save his friend, attacking Denahi 
before he can plunge his knife into Kenai. Sitka then reappears in 
glowing, human form to greet his two brothers. Koda’s mother, 
also glowing, is reunited with her cub. Kenai must now decide 
what his incarnation will be—a return to human form, or to the 
large bear. He realizes that, because he wrongly killed Koda’s 
mother, it is his responsibility to take care of the cub. Kenai makes 
the right choice, fulfills his destiny, and becomes his totem. The 
spiritual balance is restored. Denahi assures him, “You'll always 
be my little brother.” This is the story of “a boy who became aman 
by becoming a bear,” Denahi tells us. Before the credits roll, we 
see the two bears being accepted by the humans at their campfire, 
‘as Kenai adds his large, clawed paw prints to the handprints of the 

others on the cave wall. 

If, as seems possible, Brother Bear turns out to be one of the last 
‘predominately hand-drawn animated features produced by Walt 
Disney Studios, it is one that writers, producers, and artists can be 
proud of. True, another mother is killed at the outset, and there is 
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only one other female character of substance. Yet, wholly outside 
the Judeo-Christian construct, the movie communicates all the 
central messages about love and responsibility and tolerance of 
differences that Walt Disney wrote into early hits such as Dumbo 
and Pinocchio, as well as the studio’s later triumphs such as The 
Lion King. And if this is to be a swan song for the genre, it has the 
perfect sound track. The music and lyrics are written by Phil 
Collins and Mark Mancina but performed by a diverse and eclec- 
tic array of artists, including Tina Turner, the Blind Boys of 
Alabama, Jeremy Suarez, and the ethereal Bulgarian Women’s 
Choir, who sing in the Native American Inuit language. When 
Turner first read the lyrics to Collins’s “Great Spirits,” she thought 
it was a prayer, with a gospel undercurrent, according to the pro- 
duction notes. “There is a real spiritual quality to it and the mes- 
sage is about love and care and coming together,” she said. The 
instrumentation runs the gamut from Japanese Taiko drums to 
those from Native American cultures, as well as Hopi instruments 
and woodwinds made from drilled animal bones—all together 
with Western instruments. 

In making Brother Bear, Disney’s Chuck Williams told the 
Greek newspaper Kathimerini that the studio wanted to make a 
film that would showcase its entire history of animated features. 
“We tried to make something timeless,” he said. “We didn’t want 
a movie just about animal rights—the bears are a metaphor for 
humans. Kenai hates humans because he is disappointed by them 
and he hates bears because he holds them responsible for his 
brother’s death. We wanted to show Kenai looking at things from 
a different perspective, showing some understanding for the other 
side of the argument.” To that end, the producers sent the film’s 
writers a note—while Brother Bear was still evolving as a pro- 
ject—that the central message they wanted to convey was, “We are 
all equal in the eyes of the Spirits,” according to H. Clark Wak- 
abayashi, in Brother Bear: A Transformation Tale. 

When I saw Brother Bear in its opening week at an upscale, sub- 
urban multiplex, the audience response was restrained, and, while 
profitable, the film was no blockbuster. But months later, shortly 
before it was released on DVD, I returned for another look, this 
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time to a bargain theater that charges $2.50 a seat. It was an early 
evening show on a holiday weekend, and, to my surprise, there 
were forty to fifty people in the theater. They were mostly young 
children with parents and other family members, many of them 
Latino or African American. Throughout the film they paid rapt 
attention, laughing at all the right places, and when the film ended 
they applauded. They practically bounced out of the theater, 
repeating punch lines to each other. These children, and their par- 
ents, clearly received and understood Brother Bear’s messages— 
love, forgiveness, brotherhood—from a culture far different from 
their own. This is the realization of Walt’s dream, to communicate 
lessons to children across cultures. For the company’s founder, the 
first tales (and thus the prisms) were in the Western tradition, 
American and European, and only the audiences were from dif- 
ferent cultures. For Disney’s successors, the features themselves 
have become cross-cultural, as well as the audiences. 


Part Three 
Disney and American Culture 


Chapter Thirty-Six 


The Theme Parks: American 
Pilgrimage 


The day Disneyland opened in 1955, Walt stepped to the micro- 
phone and said he hoped his creation would be “a source of joy and 
inspiration to all the world.” Like Disney’s animated features, the 
company’s theme parks in California, Florida, Paris, Tokyo, and 
(soon) Hong Kong transmit and reinforce values to millions of 
children each year. Kids who encounter cast members dressed as 
characters, especially those portraying Mickey Mouse, assume the 
padded figures have stepped down off the screen—if not from 
somewhere higher. “If anything is more irresistible than Jesus, it’s 
Mickey,” Carl Hiassen wrote in his slender, caustic book, Jeam 
Rodent: How Disney Devours the World. Dave Barry, Hiassen’s 
Miami Herald colleague, had a similar reaction as the parent of a 
young child. “Our three-year-old daughter loves Disney World,” 
the humorist wrote in 2003, “because she gets to meet Mickey 
Mouse in person. She sometimes gets to meet Mickey three or four 
times a day, and he always acts thrilled and surprised to see her, as 
if he didn’t remember that he just met her 45 minutes earlier. 
Mickey’s a little slow, if you ask me.” 

The parks and their ethos are the subject of some excellent 
book-length studies and academic articles, which discuss every- 
. thing from how the rides and characters are intertwined with the 
animated features, to their role in Disney’s relationship with local 
governments. For Disney, the parks are “the Vatican with mouse 
ears,” wrote Richard Foglesong, professor of politics at Rollins 
College and author of Married to the Mouse: Walt Disney World 
and Orlando. Italian novelist Umberto Eco called Disneyland 
“America’s Sistine Chapel.” In an article for the April 1980 issue 
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of Anthropological Quarterly, Alexander Moore described Disney 
World as “bounded ritual space,” as well as a “playful pilgrimage 
center.” Thomas Ryba, theologian in residence at the St. Thomas 
Aquinas Center in West Lafayette, Indiana, wrote in a paper deliv- 
ered at the American Academy of Religion meeting in Orlando in 
1998 that in the theme parks, “Walt Disney has succeeded in cre- 
ating an architectural and mechanical artifact by means of which 
millions of visitors (both Americans and foreign nationals) are 
introduced to the logic of American hope.” 

One of the most comprehensive, if challenging, looks at the 
theme parks came from Michael R. Real in his book The Disney 
Universe: Morality Play. Real studied two hundred visitors to Dis- 
neyland, characterizing the experience as “‘a morality play” that 
takes place within “the quasi-sacred interior of the park.” Ulti- 
mately, he wrote, “the Disney universe seems to compete with reli- 
gious, educational, political, economic and familial forces in 
setting ultimate standards for reality and behavior. .. . As a moral- 
ity play of secular American values, Disneyland utilizes entertain- 
ment, education, mythology, and utopianism to typify, strengthen, 
and spread a patriotic American’s idealized version of nation and 
world, of the past, the present and the future. The central idea of 
Disneyland shows through as ‘happiness,’ and the achievement of 
happiness has long been the goal of classical Western ethical sys- 
tems.” Sometimes, according to Thomas Ryba, the theme parks’ 
morality plays are explicitly religious. For example, “the denizens 
of the Haunted Mansion have not heeded the teaching of the 
Gospels and have died willfully fixed in their avarice, their pun- 
ishment being that they are tied ectoplasmically to their material 
wealth for eternity.” While “it’s not the intention of Disney to tell 
us the stories of Jesus, to disclose to us the revelation of God” at 
the theme parks, the Reverend Michael Catlett told members of 
McLean Baptist Church in McLean, Virginia, in his sermon, “I 
think we see some gospel truth mixed in with the entertainment 
that is offered.” 


If cleanliness is next to godliness, then Disneyland and Disney 
World certainly constitute sanctified ground. As the evangelist 
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Tony Campolo observed, “There are a number of values in the reli- 
gion of Disney that must not be ignored. And one that hits anybody 
that ever goes to any of the theme parks is the pristine cleanliness 
of the place. It grows out of the Protestant work ethic.” In the early 
days of Disneyland, according to longtime company executive 
Richard Nunis, the world famous evangelist Billy Graham was on 
a VIP tour of the California park. At the end of the day, Nunis ush- 
ered him over to a bench, where Walt himself—disguised in an old 
baseball cap—was sitting. Graham, hoping to strike up a conver- 
sation with a compliment, said, “Walt, you have a great fantasy 
land here.” But Walt was having none of it. “Oh, you preachers get 
it all wrong,” he replied. “This is reality in here. Out there,” he 
said, gesturing beyond his Magic Kingdom, “‘s fantasy.” 
Reality? There are no churches in any Disney theme park, apart 
from a small historical chapel on display at the Norway Pavilion 
at Epcot, and regular Sunday services at Disney World hotels for 
visiting (and working) Protestants and Catholics were ended, after 
twenty-eight years, in 2002. However, there are several wedding 
chapels, available for a fee, where hopeful couples can try to begin 
their marriages with a jolt of Disney optimism—and pixie dust. 
(The Catholic Church does not sanction such services.) Attitudes 
have changed over the years. As far back as the mid-1970s, Dis- 
ney officials were “uncomfortable” when “Jesus rallies” and rock 
concerts were held on vacant land adjacent to the park, according 
to the Reverend Alex Clattenberg, who organized them. Now there 
are annual nights devoted to Christian music in both Florida and 
California parks. For more than a decade, Disney World has hosted 
“Nights of Joy” each September, drawing tens of thousands of 
young people with the biggest names in contemporary Christian 
music. In Anaheim, youth evangelist Greg Laurie has hosted a 
similar event at Disneyland. Of course, these are commercial 
endeavors, and they have become so lucrative, at least in Orlando, 
that the competition—Universal Studios Florida—started a simi- 
lar event scheduled for the same weekend. The musical lineups are 
almost interchangeable, with performers moving between the 
parks from year to year. However, the primary difference between 
the two events is that the Disney World event does not permit 
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evangelists to speak from the various stages. Universal has no such 
prohibition. (In Disney World’s Animal Kingdom there is a “Tree 
of Life,” although it is doubtful that the company’s creative 
designers called “Imagineers” had the Hebrew prophets’ aytz hayim 
imagery in mind.) 

Christians are not alone in having special times at Disney theme 
parks. Given their appreciation of fantasy and performance, it is 
not surprising that members of the gay and lesbian community 
began gravitating to the parks, both as employees and visitors. An 
annual event at the Magic Kingdom, called “Gay Days,” began as 
an informal, one-day gathering in 1991 in Orlando. Since then, the 
event has grown in popularity, leading to a book, Queens in the 
Kingdom: The Ultimate Gay and Lesbian Guide to the Disney 
Theme Parks. By the early 2000s, the event had grown to three 
days and all of Orlando’s theme parks, drawing more than 100,000 
participants. However, Gay Days also provoked considerable con- 
troversy, which will be discussed more fully in chapter 37. Unsus- 
pecting straight guests, whose visits unwittingly coincided with 
Gay Days, said they were surprised and in some cases offended. In 
June 2003, a group called the Christian Action Network said they 
were “going undercover” at Gay Days, equipped with cameras and 
disguised as tourists, to capture “the reality behind ‘Gay Days.’” 
Their goal, according to a press release, was to document “public 
lewdness and sex acts, and even open drug use,” said Martin 
Mawyer, the group’s president. He predicted horrifying events, 
from “Disney’s characters themselves portraying sexual acts 
openly to large crowds to the homosexual movies shown on the 
Disney transportation systems.” None of the group’s outrageous 
claims were proven or documented. 

However, there are some real serpents in this Eden. Allegations 
by Christians and others about the theme parks have been docu- 
mented in a book that reprints police reports and other court fil- 
ings. In Disney: The Mouse Betrayed, Peter and Rochelle 
Schweizer charged that the theme parks are “a magnet’ for per- 
verts, pedophiles, and peeping toms, and that Disney officials have 
been lax in screening, disciplining, and reporting employees act- 
ing in this way. The company did not begin running criminal 
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checks on prospective employees until 1998. As recently as April 
2, 2004, a Disney World worker who plays the character Tigger, 
from Winnie-the-Pooh, was arrested on charges of fondling a 
thirteen-year-old girl and her mother as they posed for a picture 
with the costumed cast member at the park. In the days that fol- 
lowed the report, more than two dozen more women made similar 
complaints about Tigger, dating back at least four years. 


Because Disneyland was just twenty-five minutes from our 
home when we lived in Southern California in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, we began making regular visits to the park when each 
of our children hit the age of two. Later, in Orlando, living forty 
minutes from Disney World, the visits continued until Asher and 
then Liza became adolescents and lost interest in going. On both 
coasts, our homes were often landing zones for family and friends 
from around the country making park visits with their children. 
We—and they—were not alone. Whenever a multimillion-dollar 
football player whose team has just won the Super Bowl is asked 
in a television commercial what’s next, he quickly answers, “I’m 
going to Disney World.” Of course, the quarterback won't be pay- 
ing for the trip, but even so, he’s making enough money to afford 
it if he had to. For many of the lower- and middle-income tourists 
who mob area theme parks and make them profitable, the name- 
brand experience is a serious financial strain. Still, for millions of 
these Americans, the trip to a Disney theme park has come to rep- 
resent an inelastic cultural demand, regardless of the cost. “It 
seems that it’s something every self-respecting middle class fam- 
ily owes its children—a trip to Disney World—if only as a once- 
in-a-lifetime thing,” said Richard Foglesong. And not just 
middle-class families. Taken together, the Disney theme parks are 
thought to be the world’s fourth most visited “shrine,” behind 
Mecca, the Vatican, and the Taj Mahal. 

Numerous writers and critics have compared this to a religious 
pilgrimage to Mecca for Muslims. The theme parks are a “quasi- 
religious Mecca,” wrote Margaret J. King in her 1975 paper, “Dis- 
neyland and Walt Disney World: Traditional Values in Futuristic 
Form.” Bruce David Forbes, of Morningside College in Sioux 
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City, Iowa, wrote, “Annual or once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimages to 
Walt Disney World have much of the character of the Haj in Islam 
or pilgrimages to Christian sacred sites,” in a paper entitled, “And 
a Mouse Shall Lead Them: An Essay on the Disney Phenomenon 
as Religion,” delivered at a November 2000 conference on Disney 
at Florida Atlantic University. “How exactly had a visit to Disney 
World become such an obligation, such a hajj?” wrote author 
Samuel Freedman for salon.com on August 23, 1999. The answer 
is complicated, but the process began when Walt envisioned his 
first weekly television show as an advertising vehicle for his new 
theme park, and continues to this day with the Disney Channel, the 
Family Channel, and ABC-TV. 

This obligation to pay homage has even been validated by oth- 
erwise cynical and cold-eyed journalists. In his April 4, 2003, syn- 
dicated column, humorist Dave Barry admitted, “Every year, we 
return to Orlando. Instinct makes us do this. We are like the salmon 
who must swim upstream to spawn, and then die. They are lucky. 
We must go to theme parks.” San Jose Mercury News columnist 
Mike Cassidy felt the same way about his family trip to Disney- 
land in 2003. “They don’t call it the Magic Kingdom for nothing,” 
he wrote on August 17 of that year. “Disneyland has the magical 
power to make you lose your senses. At least when it comes to fis- 
cal responsibility. Whoever said money can’t buy happiness hadn’t 
considered the Happiest Place on Earth, where joy comes at a 
price. .. . Disneyland, it turns out, is not just a vacation. It’s a child- 
hood memory, a gigantic expectation, a deep desire to ensure that 
one’s children find the Magic Kingdom every bit as magical as the 
generation that came before.” 

In 1996, the working-class family featured on the (Disney- 
owned) ABC television series Roseanne brought nine adults to 
Orlando for a fictional, four-day tour of the entertainment giant’s 
theme parks. When a character commented on the cost of the 
excursion, estimated at more than $5,000, the father responded, 
“Nobody should be worrying anything about money this whole 
trip!” In 2003, on the competing Fox network, the Simpsons—by 
then television’s best-known schleppers (freeloaders)—made 
their pilgrimage, providing several opportunities to skewer the 
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Mouse. More realistically than Roseanne’s brood, the Simpsons 
made it by virtue of a free trip to Orlando and a theme park called 
“EFCOT.” In the episode, the family wins their visit to the futur- 
istic park after son Bart nominates his fourth-grade instructor for 
a Teacher of the Year Award—a competition that sounds a lot like 
Disney’s annual American Teacher Awards. Daughter Lisa 
explains to the family that EFCOT was designed by people in 1965 
who imagined what life would be like in 1987. “It’s even boring to 
fly over,” Homer complains from the plane. After the ceremony, 
Homer announces that he has had enough of EFCOT and 1s going 
to Disney World. He attempts to scale a wall topped by barbed wire 
dividing EFCOT from what is clearly the Magic Kingdom. 
Despite a warning from a squeaky, Mickey Mouse-like voice to 
“step away from the wall,” he is undeterred. Homer marvels at the 
park’s beauty until he is shocked by an ugly reality at Disney’s 
notoriously overpriced refreshment stands: a sugary Mexican pas- 
try called a churro going for fourteen dollars. As Homer likes to 
say, it’s funny ’cause it’s true. 


Would it really have been so difficult, or so jarring, to put a church 
in a theme park, as Disney claims? Just look up the freeway from 
Disneyland to Knott’s Berry Farm in Buena Park, the roadside fruit 
stand that grew into a theme park. Walter Knott, who founded the 
attraction, was a religious man who was said to have taught Sunday 
school on the train that still runs through the grounds. In 1955, he 
saved a country church in Downey, California, from demolition, 
according to Amy Wilson, in the Orange County Register of May 1, 
2003. A Baptist congregation founded around the time of the Cali- 
fornia Gold Rush built the simple, clapboard sanctuary in 1876. 
Over time, it became an Episcopal church. Knott had the church 
taken apart piece by piece and reconstructed in the Old West section 
of Knott’s Berry Farm, naming it the Church of the Reflections. 
Today, it is evangelical and interdenominational, with two Sunday 
morning services, an early one for park employees and a later one 
for guests. Worshipers pray while an old-fashioned stagecoach 
drives by, and the old building sometimes shakes, not with religious 
fervor, but because of its proximity to the Jaguar roller coaster. 
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While there is no church at any Disney theme park, there is now 
a church on Disney-developed property, built with the help of Dis- 
ney family money. Not far from Disney World in Orlando is the 
company’s planned community of Celebration. The town is a cross 
between an upscale version of Marceline, Missouri, where Walt 
spent part of his youth and on which he based Main Street, U.S.A., 
and his original plans for Epcot, Experimental Planned Commu- 
nity of Tomorrow. From the beginning, Celebration made provi- 
sion for houses of worship, setting aside land in and around the 
prosaic town center. The first two-acre plot was offered to the 
Catholic Diocese of Orlando, which rejected it because it was not 
large enough. It was plenty of room for a church of the mainline 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), however. When ground was broken 
on the site in 1999, the Reverend Patrick Wrisley, the congrega- 
tion’s founding minister, proclaimed, “The kingdom of God has 
been planted in the shadow of the Magic Kingdom.” 

The Walt Disney Company made no direct contribution to build 
the $3-million, 21,000-square-foot structure on Celebration 
Avenue, but there was indirect help. Disney officials, including 
Chairman Michael Eisner, approved the design of Community 
Presbyterian Church, which included a 450-seat sanctuary and a 
traditional steeple with a 126-year-old bell salvaged from a rural 
church in Iowa. Dorothy Puder, a niece of Walt and Roy Disney, 
and her husband, Glenn, a retired Presbyterian minister, of Bak- 
ersfield, California, contributed $300,000 of Disney stock left to 
the couple by Dorothy’s uncles. “It’s our way of remembering 
Walt and Roy,” said Glenn Puder. “It’s a great fit as far as we’re 
concerned. The money is coming full circle.” 


In early 2004, when the Walt Disney Company announced the 
closing of its Orlando animation unit—and with it the likely end 
of hand-drawn features for the foreseeable future—there was a 
modest amount of dismay, mainly from film critics and serious 
Disney fans. But this was nothing compared to the reaction to 
Comcast Corporation’s bid to take over Disney a month later. Arti- 
cle after article quoted people concerned about what any change 
of ownership might mean for their beloved Disney theme parks. “T 
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hope it’s not going to happen, but if it does, it won’t be Disney,” 
Tonjia Woods, a marketer for Sam’s Club in Altamonte Springs, 
Florida, told the Orlando Sentinel, in an article published on Feb- 
ruary 15, 2004. “Even though it would be Disney World, it would 
be different.” Already there had been complaints from frequent 
visitors that Eisner’s cost-cutting at the parks may have improved 
the company’s bottom line, but resulted in a shopworn, down-at- 
the-heels feel. On March 27, the Sentinel published a feature doc- 
umenting the deterioration at the Magic Kingdom called “The Old 
Park,” by Jean Patteson and Linda Shrieves. But even those dis- 
mayed by the decline were concerned that Disney World might 
become Comcast World. No more animated features was one 
thing, but no Disneyland or Disney World was quite another. Why? 
I think it is because watching a DVD or video or movie on televi- 
sion is something a child might do alone, or with one or two fam- 
ily members, for just over an hour. And, regardless of what 
technologies emerge in years to come, the library of features will 
remain. 

By contrast, visiting a theme park is usually an extended fam- 
ily experience (what Disney marketers like to refer to as “Magical 
Gatherings’), sometimes involving both parents and grandparents, 
and usually lasting for days. It also tends to be an indelible time 
for a young child. Should the parks be sold off or, worse, closed, 
that experience would be lost to future generations. That explains 
the visceral and fiercely proprietary reaction to the possibility— 
however remote—that the theme parks would somehow go away, 
or be drastically changed. 

Functional, intact, multigenerational families living in close 
proximity are increasingly rare in America. A gathering at a Dis- 
ney theme park offers the opportunity to recreate that experience, 
if only temporarily. This is something Walt would have understood 
when he set out to build “the Happiest Place on Earth.” For adults 
it may be just an overpriced illusion, created artificially, but for 
children it is often a cherished memory that lasts forever. 


Chapter Thirty-Seven 


The Baptist Boycott: Culture Clash 


I he greatest clash between the Walt Disney Company and Amer- 
ican Christians began yvie, although not with an animated 


feature. In 1994, Miramax, a highly regarded independent studio 
See ey Disney. released a LOE 3) film called Priest, 


ture, es witl 
sion series Nothing Sacred, also vet a priest, outraged several 
Catholic organizations. The Knights of Columbus announced that 
it was dumping $3 million in Disney -stock in protest. A New 
York-based group called the Catholic League for Religious and 
Civil Rights called for a nationwide boycott of all Disney parks 
and products. How many Roman Catholics the League speaks for 
has AINE been a matter of OD IOUETED debate, but its call for a 


the Tupelo, Wises a are cnea Family (ASeoetiaa 
(AFA), headed by a Methodist minister named Donald Wildmon. 
Formerly known as the National Federation for Decency, the AFA 
had previously focused most of its attention on sex, violence, and 
profanity on commercial television, and on one occasion it had 
attacked the NBC show The Magical World of Disney. Now that 
Disney had acquired ABC, the company presented Wildmon with 
a target of opportunity. 

While the Walt Disney Company’s animated features were not 
at the center of what was to become the most significant con- 
frontation between the company and many of the nation’s conser- 


tive evangelicals and fundamentalist Christians, De allio ae 
with these movie the less-no sing fa 
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- tors. From the first releases in the 1930s and 1940s, some Chris- 
_ tians were critical of the use of magical—rather than divine— 
 interventibn in the stories. In the April 1934 issue of Photoplay 
magazine, an article asked “Is Walt Disney a Menace to Our Chil- 
dren?” In the article, writer David Frederick McCord criticized the 
studio for its ‘““overemphasis on magic as a way of solving prob- 
lems.” Later, with the development of freeze-frame technology, 
others were able to confirm (if only in their own minds) the long- 
held suspicions that animators were inserting naughty—some said 
obscene—animated cells in the features. But, as Ward Kimball, 
one of Disney’s Nine Old Men, noted in an interview with Walter 
Wagner in You Must Remember This, this tradition was more a 
matter of postadolescent mischief making than attempts at sub- 
liminal seduction or Satanism: 


Animation is a complex thing. Sometimes it can get very dull. 


There are twenty-four frat paosccome in a cartoon. Sheen 
can take fifteen minutes to draw, and it appears on the screen ior 
only a fraction of a second. There’s no other way to do it—1 

takes time. So to relieve the monotony, we’d do ne ail 
ee Nagy cg RRO aT ries all 
the time. 1 their w 


Perhaps the reason for cae sort of thing is that oR: 
thing ered so perfect and dreamlike in Disney’s world. That 
led to the urge, I know it did with us, to make these drawings. It _ 
was something we had to relieve ourselves of. 


The raunchy atmosphere among the animators in Disney’s early 
years, many veterans recalled, was that of a college fraternity 
house. 

As recently as June 2003, a guest on televangelist Benny Hinn’s 
broadcast, Alice Smith, of Houston, Texas, railed against occult 
images in Disney’s animated features. Notwithstanding these 
complaints from the fringes of Christianity, for more than half a 
century, America’s religious community and the Walt Disney 
Company existed in a symbiotic relationship. While religion was 
never at the center of Disney’s animated features, faith was often 
the unseen framework, although the Judeo-Christian context was 
more explicit while Walt was alive. Believers saw in Disney’s 
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movies—and later its books, television Dee and theme 


an exemplary marriage of moral i structic 


Of course, in fe 1950s and 1960s, some Southern Baptists 
grumbled that Disney’s Sunday evening television show under- 
mined faithfulness by tempting young people to stay at home 
rather than returning to church for training and worship. But the 
Reverend Richard Land, who would later play a leading role in 
the Disney boycott, recalled that he never had a problem with the 
Walt-era animated features in theaters. “They were clean. They 
didn’t attack the family. They didn’t so much undergird or teach 
Judeo- Christian wallutes as inte as iin didn’t seek to erode or 
mock them. S fe 

entertainment.” Disney, in turn, prospered a: It of the on- 
age of the faithful. Yet re are RR ORORTENIOSOR 4 as ae 
ica seemed to esa: more polanized on mrclelous and cultural 
issues, some Christians became disenchanted wit ‘ 
especially with animated features ie -as Pocuien ae Just as 
more conservative and fundamentalist elements of the evangelical 
movement were gaining political momentum and Americans 
seemed to become more religious, the Disney movies created dur- 
ing the regime of Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg were 
becoming more humanistic, politically nuanced, and multicultural. 
At the same time, more racy (and profitable) live action comedies 
such as Splash and Ruthless People were offending this core audi- 
ence, even though they were produced under the company’s 
Touchstone and Hollywood Pictures brands, rather than under the 
Disney name. 


Numerous recent studies, including one October 2002 survey 
done by evangelical pollster George Barna, found that most Amer- 
icans profess a “smorgasbord of religious beliefs.” The nationwide 
survey indicated that a large share of the people who attend Protes- 
tant or Catholic churches have adopted beliefs that conflict with 
the teachings of the Bible and with their church. “Over the past 20 


years we have seen the nation’s theological views slowly become 
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ess aligned with the Bible,” Barna found. “Americans still revere 
ihe iets end like to think of themselves as Bible-believing peo- 
ple, but the evidence suggests otherwise. Christians have increas- 
ingly been adopting spiritual views that come from Islam, Wicca, 
secular humanism, the eastern religions and other sources. 


Thus, some have ceeneul ire salted Sih and 
prominence of conservative religious groups may not be an accu- 
rate barometer of the nation’ s theological center of era: Men 


dominan 2s of the cc 1ity, pti Dennis Camp- 
bell, former dean wr: i Duke Uni fersity Divinity School. Disney 
filmmakers are facing the same dilemma of people in the larger 
society, according to Campbell. “I think the trouble is that the 
shared values have increasingly broken down. What we are seeing 


Attacks on Disney by small but vocal groups such as the 
Catholic League and the American Family Association were one 
thing. But when the Southern Baptist Convention, the nation’s 
largest Protestant denomination, decided to take on the entertain- 
ment giant, it was quite another. The collision of these two titans 
was a dispute deeply rooted in a disconnect of politics, culture, and 
geography. In retrospect, it is an encounter that might have easily 
been predicted. Walt Disney, a son of Middle America who moved 
to Los Angeles, chose Orlando as the site for his second theme 
park. Had he lived ten or fifteen years longer, he might have been 
more at ease with a corporate foot in each of these two camps— 
and on the two coasts. Yet, given Walt’s own ambivalent feelings 
about organized religion, it isn’t likely. 
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There are approximately 16 million Southern Baptists in the 
United States, in about 40,000 congregations. The small group of 
leaders who control the denomination—and acini geoce t the 
views a a oy of the paige t = eit 


closer i Because ‘they 


believe the Bible is inerrant—without error, Saag ta! true in oe 


many ae tie vere in this generation have migrated e the Sun 
Belt suburbs. 

The nation’s Baptists split North and South over slavery at the 
time of the Civil War. In the early 1980s, Southern Baptists fought 
another internal battle—equally brutal, if less bloody—that left 
hard-line conservatives in control of the denomination. Still 
largely white and culturally insular, the Southern Baptist Conven- 
tion did not get around to apologizing for its support of slavery, 
and for the denomination’s morally reprehensible silence during 
the civil rights movement, until its annual summer gathering in 
Atlanta in 1995. For the present leaders of the denomination, “tol- 
erance” in the post-9/11 era has become a detested code word for 
acceptance of other faiths as equally valid. The Reverend Albert 
Mohler, president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 
Louisville, Kentucky, has in numerous broadcast interviews criti- 
cized Catholicism as a false religion and a cult. A rising star in the 
denomination, Mohler has also supported the views of other 
Southern Baptist leaders such as Franklin Graham that Islam is an 
evil faith. At a pastors’ conference at the Southern Baptist Con- 
vention in St. Louis in 2002, the Reverend Jerry Vines, a former 
denomination president, referred to the Prophet Muhammad as a 
“demon possessed pedophile.” Jerry Falwell called Muhammad a 
“terrorist.” 

In stark contrast, the uae cult 
headqu is highly cos 


lis ay with committed Protestants and Catholic 
officials say there are many Christians at fe company, mincludins 
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Disney Studios Chairman Dick Cook, one of Hollywood’s best- 
known evangelicals, described by BusinessWeek Online as “The 
Nicest Guy in Disney’s Jungle.” The Burbank sensibility is urban, 
West Coast, secular and, at least on lifestyle issues, liberal. Its mul- 
tiplicity of brands and products, marketed globally, gives it an 
expansive worldview. For company executives, the primary (and 
yes, zealous) mission is to make money for their shareholders, not 
to save the world, or the world’s souls. Its deity of choice and its 
allegiance, in biblical terms, is to Mammon and not to God. Thus, 
when the clash with Baptists came, Michael Eisner was not about 
to defer to the provincial sensibilities of people whose views he did 
not respect. After the shareholders, the CEO’s first loyalty has been 
to the company’s diverse workforce of more than 100,000, and 
especially to the creative community in Southern California that 
enables the company to work its magic. 

A significant (no one knows precisely how significant) percent- 
age of Disney’s workforce, including its top-level executives, is 
gay. An article in the May 1995 issue of Los Angeles-based Buzz 
magazine on the gay presence at Disney was titled “Will the 
Mouse Come Out?” In it, writer Steven Gaines named half a dozen 
high-level executives as gay, most involved in the animated fea- 
tures, and he quoted an unnamed company source estimating that 
as many as 40 percent of Disney employees are gay. Senior Vice 
President Tom Schumacher said in the article that gays may be 
drawn to Disney by the message contained in the animated fea- 
tures. “Thematically, the animated films promote the right to be 
who you are,” he said in the article, “and not to change for anyone 
else. The characters make their own family. They bond and have 
close friends. They grow up and grow old together. Anyone who 
is disenfranchised is touched by that.” Schumacher, cited in Peter 
and Rochelle Schweizer’s Disney: The Mouse Betrayed, said that, 
as an openly gay man, “he was concerned about being accepted 
when he joined the company [in 1988]. Today, however, he said 
that for homosexuals the Mouse offers a ‘supportive environ- 
ment.’” Lower-level workers at parks on both coasts were also 
quoted in Buzz, echoing Schumacher’s opinion. 

In early October 1995, following a three-year study by top 
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management (and a three-year campaign by the company’s Les- 
bian ui Ase United Se Se 


“An are re to on ne benefit must sign an arg aet 
affirming that he or she is living with the person who will receive 
the benefit and prove their financial interdependence,” according 
to an October 19, 1995, Los Angeles Times story by Don Lee. “The 
benefit . . . was quietly disclosed by Disney in an employee 
newsletter.” Unmarried, heterosexual couples were not eligible for 
coverage. Such health coverage had, by that time, become com- 
monplace in the entertainment industry, and, according to the 
Times, “more than 200 public and private employers have 
extended domestic partner benefits,” including companies such as 
Microsoft, Levi Strauss, Xerox, and institutions such as Stanford 
University. 

While the policy change passed virtually without notice in Los 
Angeles, in other communities it was a different story. “When Dis- 
ney gave in to gay lobbying forces and extended health benefits to 
partners of homosexual workers, 

i i ’ according to Perucci Ferraiulo, 
in Disney and the Bible. Dr. Bob Brooks, an infectious disease spe- 
cialist from Winter Park, Florida, and then a freshman Republican 
in the state legislature, asked the nonprofit, Tampa-based Florida 
Family Council, an affiliate of the American Family Association, 
to draft a letter of protest on his behalf to Eisner. The two-page 
document was then signed by thirteen other Republican legislators 


and one Democrat, and faxed by vs Florida ate Council to 
news media Lee the state. Legi 


e 

lawmakers wrote, “a big mistake both morally and financially,” 
likely to backfire among the company’s devoted customer base. 
“We wonder what Walt Disney himself would think of your deci- 
sion if he were alive today?” they asked. “We are inclined to 
believe he would be quick to pull the plug on such antifamily com- 
pany policies” that mock “the sanctity of marriage.” 
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In Burbank, Disney spokesman John Dreyer was asked to com- 
ment on the letter, which he said he had not yet seen. But the vice 
president for corporate communications was unabashed, setting 
the tone for the company’s response in the months and yore to 
come. “The deci ons was ee and we intend to ss to it,” he 


ing its decision. * 
empl 
For their part, the legislators said they had no plans to pursue 
the matter beyond sending the letter to Eisner and the Disney 
board. But the Reverend Arthur Rathje of Marianna, a town in the 
Florida Panhandle, had a different idea. The Southern Baptist min- 
ister prepared a resolution on Disney for the annual meeting of the 
Florida Baptist Convention, to be held in November in Tampa. He 
felt, he said later, that Disney officials “need to turn from the non- 
traditional values they are displaying. If they’re going after the 
almighty dollar and don’t care about traditional family values, they 
need to say so... . They need to make a decision to go one way or 
another.” Speaking for Florida’s one million Southern Baptists, 
Rathje’s resolution threatened to punish the Walt Disney Company 
at the cash register for disregarding “traditional family values.” 
The motion claimed that “Disney’s corporate integrity and moral 
leadership have been eroded.” It called on its members to “prayer- 
fully reconsider their continued purchase and support of Disney 
products.” However, the resolution stopped short of calling for a 
boycott of the theme parks, films, and merchandise by the state’s 
2,000 Baptist congregations. 


“By openly acknowledging and accepting shifting values in the 
United States that included eS ae as normative rather than 
deviant, Disney betrayed the Southern Baptist Convention,” wrote 
Darlene Juschka in her paper “The Wonderful ene Sof Dine and 
Fundamentalism,” delivered to the American Academy of Religion 
in Orlando in November 1998. The denomination’s notion of the 
family “more properly belongs to a nostalgic fantasy, a fantasy 
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clearly depicted in Disney productions throughout the ’50s, ’60s and 
70s. The fantasy of Walt Disney had come to act as a nostalgic 
memory of fundamentalist history. Hence their sense of betrayal.” 
The Poe in Epa amone | Ue 1 400 inn ‘mes- 
sengers’’—opene tT ani [ t 


well yond the ne benefis poli. Baptns and other religious 


ling- f 1 are forbidd ptists “There? s been a 
lot a concern among ae Baptist cominGniey on a national level,” 
said the Reverend Jim Henry, pastor of the First Baptist Church of 
Orlando, “a sense that Disney has stepped backwards to some of 
its commitments to what was previously the image of Disney.” On 
November 15, 1995, after a twenty-minute debate, the resolution 
passed unanimously. : 

No deadlines were set for Disney to respond in the Florida res- 
olution, nor were there specific demands. However, there were 
some enforcers in the final draft. The Florida Baptist Convention 
called on the state’s Baptist churches to “cease promotion” of the 
annual evenings of contemporary Christian music at Orlando’s 
Disney World called “Nights of Joy.” After passing the resolution, 
the group voted to send it on to the Southern Baptist Convention 
meeting in New Orleans in June, with the aim of taking the drive 
national. 

John Dreyer, Disney’s spokesman, did his best to strike a mea- 
sured note in responding, not wanting to let a small fire spread, 
while acknowledging that the complaints had gone beyond the ben- 
efits policy. “We have not departed from family values,” he said. 
“The standard against which to measure our family values is the 

..entertainment that we produce and the fact that we are the world’s 
leader in terms of producing family entertainment of all kinds.” 

But the sparks were already spreading. A month after the Tampa 
meeting, on December 15, 1995, a woman named Janet Gilmer 
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filed a lawsuit in Fayetteville, Arkansas, charging that videos of 
The Lion King and The Little Mermaid concealed subliminal sex- 


ual messages. ee ee 


Se etcrmretetieirnssuisablafonyoungotiitten ¥ eat 


said Hale on the cover ont the Little oe ete case there 


‘dust spelled cy. She also eee 
that in The Fox and the Hound there was a subliminal scene in 
which a character gives “the finger” to the camera. Disney denied | 
—and the rumor that the Little Mermaid drawing was 
an artist’s prank. (The suit was resolved in 1997 in what one of 
Gilmer’s attorneys said was “a little bit of a settlement,” which nei- 
ther party would disclose.) Earlier, in March 1995, a group called 
the American Life League, based in Stafford, Virginia, made sim- 
ilar charges against Disney, mailing out one million postcards urg- 
ing a boycott. The group also charged that there were subliminal 
audio messages in the videos, including one in Aladdin in which 
the title character whispers, “Good teenagers, take off your 
clothes.” eerie to the script, the line is, “Scat, good tiger, take 
off and ge 


In Disney: The Mouse a, one of the most anti-Disney 
books in recent years, authors Peter Schweizer and Rochelle 
Schweizer quoted Tom Sito, whom they described as “a straight 
talking animator.” Sito told them that the letters in the clouds in 
The Lion King actually spell “SFX,” short for special effects. 
“Someone on the animation team wanted to leave a little ‘calling 
card’ in the film,” they wrote. “Animators insert the images as an 
inside joke to be shared with their colleagues.” The Schweizers 
also concluded that the dialogue in Aladdin is easily mistaken and 
“hard to distinguish even when you know what to listen for.”) 


Although I was born in Miami, at the time of the Tampa meet- 
ing I was new to the Orlando Sentinel and Central Florida, and was 
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returning to the religion beat after an absence of several years 
while at the Los Angeles Times. It became apparent that the possi- 
bility of a Baptist boycott of the Walt Disney Company would be 
an enormous story for my newspaper. Disney is the largest 
employer in Orlando, with a workforce of 55,000. Southern Bap- 
tists represent the largest religious group in our circulation area 
and, at the time of the proposed action against Disney, Jim Henry 
of First Baptist Church of Orlando was then serving as national 
president of the Southern Baptist Convention. Many Baptists— 
including members of Henry’s large congregation—work for Dis- 
ney, so there was great potential for both strife and economic 
damage in Central Florida if the confrontation took hold. For all 
these reasons, I had the distinct impression that, after the Tampa 
action and the Arkansas suit, the Disney resolution would be qui- 
etly consigned to oblivion, and would never make it to the floor 
when the Southern Baptist Convention met in New Orleans in June 
1996. Fortunately, I never committed this impression to newsprint. 
I still had a we deal to Jean about sei! Sere 


Baptists cc e ye ullas t ae 

ES BER. ae a Bis ear ances in Orlando between rep- 
resentatives on both sides of the issue, boycott talk was strong 
when the delegates arrived in New Orleans on June 11. Jim Henry, 
finishing his second and final one-year term as president of the 
Southern Baptist Convention, predicted that “somebody will prob- 
ably ask for a boycott, and the convention will have to deal with 
it, either in the form of a resolution or in a motion from the floor.” 
Disney’s Dreyer was reluctant to comment on boycott prospects, 
other than to warn darkly that any economic impact would spread 
beyond the gates of Disney’s theme parks and into Orlando’s 
tourism-based economy. There might be larger consequences for 
the entertainment industry as well, beyond Disney. “To a certain 
extent they’re cutting off their noses to spite their faces. If they are 
going to boycott or call for a boycott of the most family-friendly 
media company in the world, they’ re sending a very strange mes- 
sage to the rest of the entertainment community.” 
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agin to the ee policy, support for Eaesuee “Gay Days,” 


and the cruises through travel agents and the Internet, attention 
was turned to content produced by various Disney divisions and 
subsidiaries. These included a number of controversial books 
(Heather Has Two Mommies and Growing Up Gay from Hyper- 
ion) and live action films (Priest and Kids, although the latter was 
not, as widely thought, from Miramax, a Disney subsidiary). The 
Reverend Richard Land, president of the denomination’s Christian 
Life Commission, criticized the company for what he said was its 
support of “Gay Days.” “Do they expect Mickey to leave Minnie 
and move in with Donald?” Land asked convention delegates, to 
oofy!” But behind closed 


dent of ‘fe fecomiition and staff tse with te resolutions 
SOUT Es said that the resolution the committee was drafting 
“comes as close to calling for a boycott as the English language 
permits without actually using the word.” 

aL gia news release said the word | 


all of the leadership ced witli this Maen. Fen his Bi Richard 
Land said that if the resolution were to be changed on the floor to 
seek a boycott, he would vote in favor of the move. “Usually the 
only thing that people respond to is pressure in the secular world,” 
he said. The Princeton graduate, a large, hefty man given to boom- 
ing oratory, was prescient—or perhaps more. 

On the morning of June 12, just as officials of the Southern Bap- 
tist Convention felt they had achieved a delicately balanced and 
carefully crafted resolution on Disney, along came the Reverend 
Wiley Drake, a gravel-voiced gadfly who was also serving as Cal- 
ifornia state director of the American Family Association. Drake, 
pastor of the First Baptist Church of Buena Park, California, and a 
boycott backer, took care to position himself in the Louisiana 
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Superdome where the convention’s sessions were held. “I made 
sure I was in the hall and near a microphone.” When the floor was 
opened for debate, he was right there, offering an SUSE that 
mandated a ee int ioe did not mee its se 


Se Ceeeerrenncn 
set in motion by denomination leaders v t be : 
Drake’s motion, which mentioned no imecnte ior Sitnliance, 
passed overwhelmingly. There were no torches or pitchforks in 
evidence on the convention floor, but the emotions were undeni- 
able. After the delegates cleared the hall, Drake said he got a 
call from the American Family Association congratulating him for 
his work. 

Among the names of Baptist leaders suggested to meet with 
Disney in the wake of the New Orleans vote was Jim Henry, since 
he had strong connections with both sides in the dispute. Henry, a 
compact, soft-spoken man, had been -an upset winner in the 
denomination’s presidential race when the Southern Baptist Con- 
vention met in Orlando in 1994. As a result, he was never part of 
the denomination’s inner circle of leadership. As a conservative— 
but also a recognized conciliator—Henry said he would be happy 
to join a Southern Baptist delegation to speak with Disney, or to 
serve as a go-between. “I’m willing to do anything to reconcile 
some differences and help people talk to each other and not shout 
at each other,” he said, urging Disney to “send some sign that 
they’ve heard us and they hear our concerns.” 

While Henry was offering Disney a carrot, others were sharp- 
ening the stick. Within twenty-four hours of the vote, other South- 
ern Baptist Convention leaders outlined a timetable for 
implementing a boycott against the Walt Disney Company, giving 
the entertainment giant up to a year to change policies that repre- 
sent “a gratuitous insult to Christians.” 

In reaction to the worldwide firestorm of publicity provoked by 
the vote, as Walt ae wane a issued a terse statement: pay. 
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deprive people of health benefits, and 5 tou 
tists are insisting we do.” But after a series of such bland, corpo 
reactions, Michael Eisner finally shot back, telling the Los Ange- 
les Daily News on June 24, “We think they’re a very small group 
of the Southern Baptists that took a very extreme position which 
we feel is foolish.” 

None of the top leaders of the denomination I spoke with in the 
year following the New Orleans vote—on or off the record—seri- 
ously expected that Disney would change its policies or products 
in response to the resolution. What the Southern Baptists wanted, 
as they said repeatedly, was to be given a respectful hearing by top- 
level Disney officials. If this meeting was not with Michael Eisner 
himself, then they wanted it to be with someone near him in the 
company’s hierarchy. There were a number of efforts to make such 
a meeting take place, on both the East and West Coasts, which fell 
through. Disney executives are famously tight-lipped, so it is dif- 
ficult to know why they reacted as they did. The executives may 
have felt that such a meeting would be pointless. Eisner may have 
calculated that even if he conferred with Disney’s critics, and thus 
gave them some credibility, they would go ahead with the boycott 
anyway, thus sandbagging the company. 

In any event, as the months passed, the debate between the two 

Sy hardening into a barely sup- 
pressed meanness. As a result, the religious boycott also 
appeared to be gaining momentum. On August 14, 1996, the gov- 
erning body of the 2.5-million-member Assemblies of God 
denomination voted to join, declaring that Disney had abandoned 
its “commitment to strong moral values.” Yet in Orlando, the 
Reverend Clark Whitten, of Calvary Assembly of God, the 
denomination’s largest church in the area, anticipated the actions 
of some Southern Baptist churches in Central Florida. Whitten 
said that, although he had criticized Disney, he would not sup- 
port the boycott or urge his parishioners to do so. Like Jim Henry, 
Whitten had a relationship with Disney. The congregation passed 
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along surplus clothing donated by the company on its short-term 
mission trips abroad. 
As the Dallas meeting of the seals annie Serena 


se in ee! and there see 


hone i im omer who had been Leen | in favor of a see 
announced that, after “a lot of praying,” he had decided to oppose 


it, and would cates other Southern Baptists to do the same. on 
_ think it’s the rig r to do,” he poaalalned: Sas) ee 


Looking back at io ae in its Hea: hiked 2001 issue, the 
Christian magazine Charisma found “many Christians among the 
50,000-plus employed across Disney’s Orlando-area attractions, 
from those selling souvenirs and snacks along the boardwalks to 
those making major decisions in the boardrooms.” Derrick 
McKenzie, a former China missionary, worked as an assistant spe- 
cial effects animator on Lilo and Stitch at the Orlando facility, 
where he took part in a lunchtime Bible study. “What better place 
for a Christian to be than out in the world,” singer David Wise told 
the magazine. When not performing as part of the Four for a Dol- 
lar quartet at the Disney/MGM Studios, Wise was a member of the 
contemporary Christian music group Return2Zero. 

In Texas, at the Dallas Convention Center, Jim Henry’s succes- 
sor aS president of the denomination, the Reverend Tom Elliff, 
made plain that a new regime had taken charge, and that it was in 
no mood to be conciliatory. (The steely Oklahoma preacher had a 
family history with Baptist controversy. His brother-in-law was 
the Reverend Bailey Smith, a previous denomination president 
best known for his pronouncement that “God almighty does not 
hear the prayers of a Jew.”) Elliff said, “I think a boycott is a Chris- 
tian response,” characterizing Disney as a “purveyor of pornogra- 
phy” and predicting the boycott resolution would pass. Elliff 
compared watching Disney-owned ABC television (then also 
under fire for Ellen’s coming-out e pisode) t to spends time with a 
prostitute. He said that if D f Disney’ s entertainmer 
not change, employees should “give 


The Baptist Boycott 23 


ng their jobs. The pastor of First Southern Baptist Church of Del 
Gre Oklahoma, said in his presidential address that Disney was 
part of “a culture that has failed.” There was still work to be done, 
he said. Especially when corporations such as Disney “look at the 
almost 16 million members of our Southern Baptist churches and 
question whether we are people of our word, whether we really 
mean what we say, and whether we are actually willing to sacrifice 
the enjoyment of their products, performances or media presenta- 
tions.” 

Richard Land said Disney had “studiously ignored” the Bap- 
tists’ New Orleans resolution, apart from some “unofficial back 
and forth. On good days the Disney company ignored us,” Land 
said. “On bad days they contemptuously gave us the back of their 
hand.” On the eve of the boycott vote, Land then referred to a 
famous remark attributed to Joseph Stalin when he was warned 
about Catholic opposition to some Soviet outrage. “How many 
divisions has the pope?” the dictator asked. Disney, Land told the 
13,000 cheering convention delegates, doesn’t think Southern 
Baptists are significant. “I suspect that tomorrow when you vote 
to refrain from giving of your resources to any of Disney’s enter- 
prises that . . . Disney is going to find out just how many regi- 
ments and just how many divisions of godly people Southern 
Baptists have.” 


to “refrain from cone the diversified entertainment giant. 
Following the vote, a list of Disney’s numerous subsidiaries was 
made available to delegates. Denomination officials said no mech- 
anism had been set up to measure the success of the boycott. 
Disney officials would not comment individually on the Dallas 
boycott vote, but issued a statement: “We are proud that the Dis- 
ney brand creates more family entertainment of every kind than 
anyone else in the world.” In July, Eisner named the Reverend Leo 
J. O’Donovan, president of Georgetown University, to the Disney 
board. The priest, who is also a theology professor, told the 
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Associated Press that the timing of his appointment was “utterly 
accidental.” Whatever the intent of the appointment, support for 
the boycott continued to spread, at least among evangelical Protes- 
tants. On August 27, James Dobson announced in a radio broad- 
cast that his organization, Focus on the Family, was urging its four 
million contributors not to buy any Disney products or visit any of 
the company’s theme parks. “The Disney organization has utter 
disdain for those who hold traditional moral principles and con- 
servative family values,” he told listeners on 1,900 stations. “Year 
after year, its leaders have insulted a large segment of the popula- 
tion by producing films, television, and music that contradict cher- 
ished beliefs.” This time Disney seemed to be reeling under the 
attack. “We will continue to do the best we can,” the company said 
in a statement. 

The critics were in no mood for patience. By late October 1997, 
Richard Land’s renamed Ethics and Religious Liberty Commis- 
sion joined the American Family Association to produce a thirty- 
minute video called The Disney Boycott: A Just Cause. In the 
crudely put-together tape, Land said, “Disney is the same as any 
other entertainment conglomerate in the secular world. Perhaps 
it’s even worse, because they are the custodians and the guardians 
of the powerful emotional images we grew up with.” Lulled by this 
reputation, he said, “we have not inspected Disney’s product the 
way we have inspected other products before we allow our chil- 
dren to see them.” In the video, Land asked more than 90,000 
Southern Baptist pastors to have their members write Michael Eis- 
ner and pledge support for a boycott of the entertainment company. 
Fliers mailed to the pastors included a form letter to Eisner, 
promising to withhold at least $100 of the amount the sender oth- 
erwise would spend on Disney products. The ministers were also 
asked to distribute copies of the flier during services, but larger 
Baptist churches in Central Florida said they had no plans to do so. 
Land also cowrote a book about the boycott, Send a Message to 
Mickey: The ABCs of Making Your Voice Heard at Disney, for the 
denomination’s publishing arm, Broadman & Holman. In the slim 
welnnne, Land referred to an NNT Se Eo to mE a pom 


The Baptist Boycott = 255 


h the moral purity of the heroine.” Reader searching for 
an alternative to the animated films were urged to go to the chain 
of retail stores operated by the Southern Baptists and to choose an 
alternative aE we Mega collection. 

ney 2 se not to respond to these latest attacks, other 
ues, and 


el esman Tenn Doe a take the opportunity to Hips Dis- 
ney’s values in a more explicit way. “We always try to promote 
moral ideologies in our programming,” he said. “We remain com- 
mitted to certain values in our everyday life, values that include 
tolerance and compassion and respect for everyone.” 

Finally, on November 19, 1997, Land and Eisner faced off on 
CBS’s 60 Minutes. Actually, the two men were never physically 
together. Correspondent Lesley Stahl did the interviewing, and edit- 
ing and cutting created the sense of a debate. “The all-American, 
family-loving, Bible-quoting Southern Baptist Convention, the 
nation’s largest Protestant denomination, and the Walt Disney 
Company, the world’s largest producer of family-friendly pro- 
grams and products, seem like a match made, well, in heaven,” she 
said in her introduction. In a film clip from an earlier convention 
meeting, Land charged that by doing things like renting Disney’s 
animated features or seeing them in theaters, Baptists were subsi- 
dizing materials in other venues that constitute “an attack on your 


values and your beliefs.” 
“That’s pause ‘a Eisner scoffed Weremne emliehingwany 


attacks us, it gets their agenda into the news.” 

Stahl then began to have some fun with the two men. She asked 
Land, “What was wrong with The Little Mermaid? That’s a sweet 
little movie.” Admitting that he hadn’t actually seen it, the South- 
ern Baptist leader replied, “I am told from those who have seen it 
and who have watched it carefully that there was the suggestion 
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that a—a clergyman became sexually aroused while he was per- 
forming a marriage ceremony.” Speaking over a clip from the film, 
Stahl said, “the allegedly offending bulge goes by in less than a 
second. But if you were to slow down a few frames of this scene, 
you might think the preacher was, indeed, more than happy to see 
Ariel. There. Right there, right there, right there. OK.” Eisner did 
not agree. “It’s completely untrue. You know it’s untrue. I know 
it’s untrue... . Itis clearly his knee. Everybody knows it’s his knee. 
It’s just people spending too much time looking for things that 
aren’t there.” (Disney’s Tom Sito, who drew the wedding scene, 
told the authors of Disney: The Mouse Betrayed that “the protru- 
sion you see is his knees.”’) 

The discussion then moved to Pocahontas, as a clip from that 
film played. Land said that the problem with that feature was that 
it was an example of how Disney attempted to “twist history,” in 
this case by leaving out of the movie the fact that Pocahontas con- 
verted to Christianity. Why? “Disney does not want to have posi- 
tive portrayals of orthodox Christians.”’ By this time, Eisner was 
having a difficult time controlling himself. “Because ’'m on 60 
Minutes, I have to act proper and not get crazy and excited and 
annoyed, but that is just ridiculous,” he said. Pocahontas “is one 
of the most pro-social movies made in the 75 years of the history 
of the Disney Company. It’s about an American legend. It’s about 
a Native American. It’s pro-environment. It’s about the Earth. It’s 
about respecting one another. By the way, she didn’t become a 
Christian in the legend until after our story ended.” Goaded repeat- 
edly by Stahl about what he thought about the Baptists’ interpre- 
tation of Pocahontas, Eisner Hol oose: “I say inside deep down, 
they’re nuts. They really are.” At the same time, he a ywwledged 

1 t flaw ess, tha t sometimes made mis- 


takes and did in opriate things. 
Switching cee Stahl asked Land for the Southern Baptist 
view v of sexual orientation. “We dete I xuality he 
sible, as—as does ened Tet view eh Disney) S grant- 
ing of health benefits é partners of gay employees? “We’re gonna 
deny, or do the best we can to deny the normalization of a lifestyle 
that we believe is abnormal, deviant, unhealthy, and dangerous.” 
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Next came Jim Henry’s turn, after Stahl noted, “In a recent inde- 
pendent poll, 55 percent of Southern Baptists disagreed with the 
Disney boycott.” The Orlando minister was shown at his church, 
asking members to pray for Eisner. Later, in an interview, he asked, 
‘What do I tell our people who work at Disney? Quit?” Henry said 
some members even warned him, “If you all are gonna do this, if 
this is what you’re about, don’t invite me to church anymore. | 
don’t want to hear about it, and anything you say, I’m not inter- 
ested in, if this is what you’re about.” However, Henry did not give 
Disney a free pass. “It comes across as being arrogant when you 
got millions of people with deep concerns and there’s no response, 
or very little response.” A single meeting was held between boy- 
cott representatives and a Disney executive in Washington, D.C., 
Stahl said, but it didn’t go well. 

Stahl asked Eisner if he would be willing to meet face-to-face 
with leaders of the Southern Baptist Convention to talk about the 
issues troubling them. “I will meet with anybody at any time, when 
it is presented in a rational and non-media-hyped way,” he said. 
“So my answer is, absolutely.” If he didn’t take the boycott seri- 
ously, Eisner said, he wouldn’t be appearing on 60 Minutes, 
although he denied the boycott was having any financial impact on 
the company. Then the CEO extended what was for him an olive 
branch, with a flag attached. “J think we’re the wrong—the wrong 
group to go after. But the one thing that’s great about this country 
is they have the right to do it, and they’re doing it the right way. 
They have the right to do letter-writing campaigns. They have the 
right to hold back their wallets. They have the right not to go to our 
property. I love that. J respect that.” 

Reviews of the 60 Minutes confrontation were mixed, and split 
along predictable lines. James Dobson, founder of boycott sup- 
_ porter Focus on the Family, charged in a statement from his Col- 
orado Springs headquarters that Stahl served up “softballs” to 
Eisner. Instead, the Disney chairman should have been asked, 
‘How does the glorification of brutal violence, homosexuality, 
drug abuse, and teen sex, and the mockery of Christian beliefs 
reflect Walt Disney’s philosophy of family entertainment?” Dob- 
son said Eisner’s comments were disparaging to the Christians 
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who opposed his company’s products and policies. “He ridicules 
those with deeply held religious beliefs who are genuinely con- 
cerned about the direction the Disney company has taken in recent 
years,” Dobson said. “Mr. Eisner says he is willing to sit down and 
talk with those participating in the boycott. If that is now true, why 
has he never made such an offer to this point? I challenge him to 
live up to this newly proclaimed openness. So far, Disney has 
given a deaf ear to our concerns. Its communications department 
has told our constituents that Disney will not even respond by let- 
ter to consumers who send letters of concern on this issue. I hope 
that Disney will become more receptive to the views of millions of 
families who would like Disney to return to the legacy of Walt 
himself.” 

Cary McMullen, religion writer for The Ledger of Lakeland, 
Florida, offered a contrary view from the state’s Southern Baptist 
heartland. “TI can hear the screams from Anaheim to Washington 
that the report was biased against Baptists,’ he wrote on Novem- 
ber 29, 1997, “that CBS was too easy on Eisner, that it gave him 
much more camera time than it gave Richard Land.” Really, 
though, the pairing of the two men was “a natural public relations 
mismatch, on the order of, say, Nebraska vs. South Weekiwachee 
Tech.” McMullen said he did not doubt Land’s leadership skills, 
or his ability to bring thousands of Baptists to their feet with his 
thundering oratory. “But what did the American public see on their 
TV screens Sunday night?” he asked. “Here was Land, combed- 
over hair, jowls down to his collarbone, solemnly drawling that 
Disney is ‘pushing a Christian-bashing, family-bashing, pro- 
homosexual agenda.’ He looked and sounded for all the world like 
a character from a Tennessee Williams play. Then there was Eis- 
ner, a guy who could appear witty and charming while taking out 
the trash.” Because the Disney head appealed to common sense 
and good taste, even when defending the lesbian kissing episode 
of Ellen, “Eisner (and therefore Disney) looked cultured, modern 
and progressive, while Land (and therefore the Baptists—or those 
favoring the boycott) looked like backward, intolerant hicks. ’m 
not saying any of this is accurate. I’m simply saying that’s what it 
looked like. Nor can responsibility be given entirely to CBS for 
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making it look that way. A boycott is more of a public relations bat- 
tle than an economic battle. The object is to make your opponent 
seem contemptible and your own cause righteous. In Sunday’s 
skirmish, the Baptists got routed.” 

Eisner’s position won him some support from unlikely quarters. 
“That Disney is defying the morality police is a positive sign, one 
that somewhat softens my visceral antipathy toward Team 
Rodent,” novelist Carl Hiassen wrote in his 1998 nonfiction book 
Team Rodent. “Given a choice between intolerant moralizers and 
unflinchingly ruthless profiteers, I'll have to stand with the Mouse 
every time. Many publicly held corporations would have caved at 
the first throaty outcry from the fundamentalists, but Disney con- 
tinues to stand firm. Obviously, the Gay Day promotion makes 
enough dough and generates enough goodwill that Team Rodent 


can afford to ignore the Bible-thumpers. . . . Remember also that 
the company’s granite base of consumers is a prosperous and rel- 
atively open-minded Middle American. . . . Team Rodent knows 


the tolerance level of its audience because it raised its audience. 
The fundamentalists’ ‘boycott’ of Disney is doomed to flop 
because Middle America isn’t participating and doesn’t, if you'll 
pardon the expression, give a rat’s ass.” 

In the months and years following the boycott vote and the 
ensuing controversy, essentially nothing happened. The denomi- 
nation, as some within it feared—and warned—appeared to be an 
economic paper tiger. Through the late 1990s and early 2000s Dis- 
ney’s fortunes did decline dramatically. Logically, and with some 
justification, Southern Baptist leaders claimed at least a portion of 
the credit. Yet, since no comprehensive studies were ever done to 
quantify the impact of the religious boycott, it is impossible to 
know how much of arole the boycott had. And no reputable finan- 
cial analyst credited the boycott for Disney’s difficulties—even 
marginally. A poll published in 1998 in the Orlando Sentinel found 
that only 30 percent of Southern Baptists had participated in the 
boycott. The factors most commonly cited for Disney’s downturn 
were: ABC-TV’s dismal ratings, sluggish sales at Disney’s retail 
outlets, the recession, terrorism, and the failures of the studio’s ani- 
mation unit. Frank Rich, writing in the Arts and Leisure section of 
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the New York Times on June 22, 2003, called the religious boycott 
an “utter flop,” and said that, as a result, no other media company 
would fear such action in the future. 

Even s some enue CSI “The Southern | 


~Bthies ir Nashvil ibe or Sie dines tebe arate 


declare victor) sep baat 8? diate eters ce 
is to pretend it doesn’t exist. That is, don’t mention it and hope 
ee a, 


There was some benefit. Despite fears that the boycott woul 
make them look like backwoods, knuckle-scraping yokels—as 
some feared when ae souls was Hise diab gecacteietegs a Bap- 

t leaders found that publicity them. In the domestic 


religious marketplac 
lished and | she and as the conse! 2, family 

alues ination. Richard Land, in particular, oronteet from 
his role in the Disney boycott. His Christian Life Commission got 
anew name, the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, and a 
much higher profile, landing him on media’s “Golden Rolodex” 
and guaranteeing him considerable exposure. (The Reverend 
Albert Mohler, of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary— 
Land’s glib, telegenic rival in the denomination—also did well, 
becoming a favorite of CNN’s Larry King.) Land launched a 
nationally syndicated radio show, For Faith and Family, heard 
daily on 600 stations. Oddly, Land has engaged in some revision- 
ism about the boycott, perhaps to accommodate more compas- 
sionate attitudes about AIDS. At a recent meeting of the Southern 
Baptist Convention in the early 2000s, he chastised me for saying 
that the boycott had been sparked by Disney’s decision to grant 
health benefits to partners of gay employees. The boycott was 
never about that, he snapped. 


“capitalism a om the TR economy. As a modern, multinational 
. ~ entertainment conglomerate, Disney does what i to maxi- 
mize profits. Yet the boycotters argued that Disney was so 
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under some special obligation to serve some higher purpose— 
even if it meant rejecting the popular tastes of their customers— 
because of Walt Disney’s legacy of producing uplifting, 
family-friendly fare. This is a sentimental notion—naive at best 
and disingenuous at worst. If people’s tastes in entertainment are 
becoming more depraved—in a media environment that offers a 
multiplicity of choices, including cable television, the Internet, 
and dozens of film studios—whose responsibility is that? Singling 
out Disney for blame was like blaming one brand of thermometer 
for causing a raging fever. Disney, the cultural critics said, should 
be held to a higher standard than, say, Universal or Viacom or 
Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp., which turn out a greater quantity 
and eee o decadent content than Disney. Why? 


that was a fe but animended by-product. His company was never 
a philanthropic undertaking. Arguably, that is still the company’s 
philosophy. As the country’s attitudes toward reli gion, values, and 
culture have shifted, Disney’s animated features—its historic cor- 
porate center of gravity—have shifted to accommodate them. It’s 
just business. 


Chapter Thirty-Eight 


Conclusion: Questions and Answers 


Wait Disney steadfastly refused to interpret his own work, 
expecting his animated features to speak for themselves. ‘““We 
make the pictures and then let the professors tell what they mean,” 
he said many times. Yet the company’s founding father was also 
aware of his responsibility in creating his movies. In 1947, 
appearing before the House Committee on Un-American Activi- 
ties, he was asked if he ever permitted his films—apart from those 
he made for the government during World War II—to be used for 
propaganda. “We watch so that nothing gets into the films that 
would be harmful in any way to any group or any country,” he tes- 
tified. “We have large audiences of children and different groups, 
and we try to keep them as free from anything that would offend 
anybody as possible. We work hard to see that nothing of that sort 
creeps in.” 

Many have disputed that point, some vociferously, and it hasn’t 
always been easy. Janet Wasko, in Understanding Disney, asked, 
“How has Disney developed and maintained such a sacred aura 
that many refuse to criticize? It has something to do with the link 
to childhood and innocence. Disney products typically become a 
part of every child’s life, in one form or another (at least in the 
USA). Thus, they are intimately and strongly associated with 
childhood and retain a special place in people’s memories of child- 
hood.” The company’s status in the eyes of the American people is 
so exalted that, at least until the Baptist boycott, criticizing Disney 
was “a kind of secular sacrilege,” according to Elizabeth Bell, 
Lynda Haas, and Laura Sells in From Mouse to Mermaid. “There 
is such a large aura of religiosity around the Disney name and 


262 


Conclusion 263 


product that they are almost invulnerable to effective criticism, so 
far as the majority of moviegoers are concerned,” William 
McReynolds wrote in his paper “Walt Disney in the American 
Grain.” 

All of this has not been a deterrent to many, on the Left and the 
Right. “Disney, in all of its manifestations—theme parks, movie 
production, and so forth—appears to be simultaneously a mani- 
festation of and a propagandistic ode to American capitalism,” 
William Arnal wrote in “The Segregation of Social Desire: ‘Reli- 
gion’ and Disney World,” which appeared in the March 2001 issue 
of the Journal of the American Acadenvy of Religion. For Matt 
Roth, in “A Short History of Disney-Fascism,” in Jump Cut, the 
full-length animated features represented thinly veiled propaganda 
for the company’s “reactionary views of the world.” And from the 
Right: “New Age thought, homosexuality, Buddhism, black 
magic, occultism, Greek mythology, Satanism—it appears that 
Disney is the antithesis of everything Christians believe and hold 
dear,” wrote Perruci Ferraiuolo, in Disney and the Bible. 

Susan Lochrie Graham, in “Some Day My Prince Will Come,” 
wrote that the animated features implicitly supported values such 
as faith, hope, and love associated with belief in Jesus as a 
redeemer. “For children, especially the church-going children of 
the 1950s, the images of Walt’s fantasy films provided an impor- 
tant intertext for understanding these Christian concepts.” So are 
the animated features of the Walt Disney Company good for 
today’s young children? The short answer is basically yes. The 
longer answer? Some movies are clearly better than others and, at 
least on initial viewing, they should be watched with a morally 
informed adult, preferably a close relative. These films are studded 
with valuable life lessons, often reflecting the lives of men who 
made them, from Walt and Roy Disney to Michael Eisner and J ef- 
frey Katzenberg. At the same time, the earlier features do put for- 
ward a dangerously unrealistic view of what life holds in store for 
children, and some include troubling stereotypes. For the most 
part, they also equate physical beauty with goodness. Do the ani- 
mated features support paganism, pantheism, and the occult? Not 
in any systematic way. Yet they are in no specific way—apart from 
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peripheral details and images and their general sensibility—iden- 
tifiably Judeo-Christian films. And they are certainly not evangel- 
ical by any interpretation, in part because some are based on 
pre-Christian myths, magic, and fairy tales. The strength of the 
more recent features is the growing assertiveness with which they 
portray girls and young women, perhaps reflecting the growing 
number of women writers, producers, and executives at the studio, 
and the respect they give to other ethnic groups, religions, and 
nationalities. And I cheer the occasional shots they take at capital- 
ism’s excesses and developers in particular. To be sure, this has a 
great deal to do with reflecting the changes in the culture at large. 
And, frankly, it probably has at least as much to do with Disney’s 
identification of its target market for such movies. More recent ani- 
mated films, now aimed at a slightly older group of youngsters, are 
infused with a certain amount of realism. 

In the end, even the most hard-edged and hard-boiled of Dis- 
ney’s critics and observers tend to make their judgment by draw- 
ing on their experience as parents. Donald E. Fadner, of the 
University of Wisconsin, cited his eleven-year-old son in his paper, 
“Disney Gets Religion,” delivered in Orlando at the American 
Academy of Religion meeting in 1998. “My son has learned from 
Aladdin that it is a mistake to pretend to be something he is not in 
order to get others to like him, that he should ‘be himself’ and trust 
that there will be others who will like him for that. He has learned 
from Pocahontas and Mulan to like and appreciate girls who are 
active and accomplished; the kind who spend their time trying to 
be petite and pretty pale by comparison.” 

“The question of whether Disney’s animated films are good for 
kids has no easy answer and resists simple analysis,” wrote Henry 
A. Giroux in The Mouse That Roared. “1 soon found that for my 
children, and I suspect for many others, these films possess at least 
as much cultural authority and legitimacy for teaching roles, val- 
ues, and ideals as more traditional sites of learning, such as the 
public schools, religious institutions, and the family. Disney films 
combine enchantment and innocence in narrating stories that help 
children understand who they are, what societies are about, and 
what it means to construct a world of play and fantasy in an adult 
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environment. The authority of such films, in part, stems from their 
unique form.” 

Mike Thomas, my colleague at the Orlando Sentinel, wrote in 
a July 13, 2003, column about the dilemma Disney’s animated 
features pose for parents like him. “I know Disney is a money- 
grubbing multinational corporation that has cursed us with a low- 
wage service economy,” he wrote. Yet, he did not begrudge letting 
Mickey Mouse pick his pocket for films such as Finding Nemo, a 
Pixar production distributed by Disney. “I give to him gladly 
because money is the best positive reinforcement for this rodent, 
and I want more Disney movies.” His young daughter Carly’s top 
ten movies are all Disney animated features, and each teaches her 
a lesson: 


When she has been afraid of the dark shapes in her room at 
night, I remind her of Snow White imagining all sorts of 
scary things when running through the woods. It turns out 
they were nothing but trees, logs, shadows and friendly ani- 
mals. From Beauty and the Beast, we learned people could 
change. From Lilo and Stitch, we learned that even two peo- 
ple can make up a family—a bond that squabbles, fights and 
a crazed alien can’t break. Disney can be a child’s first intro- 
duction to the cruelties of the real world. It puts them up there 
on the big screen and forces you to talk about them. Death. 
Loss of a parent. Struggle... . Say what you will about Dis- 
ney, and I have. But when it comes to kids’ movies, nobody 
does it better. 


I have to admit that my own children were never inordinately 
enamored or affected by Disney’s animated features, and there is 
relatively little company merchandise and memorabilia in the 
Brown-Pinsky household. (The Simpsons is another matter.) Yet I 
always felt comfortable when the kids watched the films, as long 
as either my wife Sallie or I sat with them the first time around. In 
matters of popular culture, we take nothing on faith. Atlantis, in 
2001, was the last Disney feature all four of us went to the theater 
to watch. At age ten and age thirteen, had my kids just outgrown 
these movies? There was some of that, I suspect, but the popular 
culture and media environment were also in transition. Computer 
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generated animation, combined with more edgy and ironic story- 
telling, had produced competitors such as DreamWorks’s Shrek 
and Fox’s Ice Age. Video games and the Internet provided more 
alternatives. 

When the time came to screen Brother Bear for this book, I had 
to go to the theater alone—the rest of my family was long over Dis- 
ney’s hand-drawn animation. (By the way, if you don’t think it is 
a little uncomfortable to be a man in his mid-SOs sitting by himself 
in a Disney animated feature, think again.) And there is some evi- 
dence at the box office that much of the American movie-going 
audience feels the same way. Given the high production and labor 
costs of creating these works of art, this era and the genre of two- 
dimensional features may be ending. On January 12, 2004, the 
month after Roy Disney resigned from the board, company exec- 
utives announced that its feature animation unit at Disney-MGM 
Studios in Orlando was being closed, and that 200 of the 250 ani- 
mators would be laid off. The rest would be offered jobs at Disney 
headquarters in Burbank. During the fifteen years the Orlando stu- 
dio had been in operation, as many as 400 animators were on the 
payroll, turning out features such as Mulan, Lilo and Stitch, and, 
finally, Brother Bear. Elvis Mitchell, writing in the January 16, 
2004, New York Times, called the studio’s closing an “exercise in 
corporate short-sightedness.” On April 3, 2004, Disney announced 
that it would close its Japanese animation unit in June, laying off 
100 workers. Thirty of those were being transferred to Burbank. 

In an Orlando Sentinel commentary, published a day before the 
announcement, film critic Roger Moore described Disney as “the 
company that rode to glory on the colorful, animated backs of a 
mouse and seven dwarfs.” As a result of these cuts, he wrote, there 
would be “no more Fantasia hippos in tutus, dancing with caped 
alligators, given their fluid, comic dimension by painstaking, cell- 
by-cell drawing and painting. 

“No more little elephants who can fly or little Hawaiian girls 
who go their own way, breaking our hearts because feelings trans- 
mit better when they go straight from hand to page, without a sil- 
icon chip in between. . . . [N]obody goes to a cartoon for the 
realism. We want the abstract, the whimsy, the personality and 
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humanity that rendering figures by hand, frame-by-frame gives us. 
Disney [is] the studio that invented and perfected the ‘classic’ 
hand-drawn animated feature film.” 

For all such eloquent valedictories, it is likely that these beloved 
movies will live eternally, preserved for future generations of 
young children in the amber of DVD and succeeding technologies. 
But you—and your grandchildren—may not find them in darkened 
theaters. While I will miss them, I predict a return of the beloved 
Disney animated feature in some form, perhaps digital. Admit- 
tedly, Home on the Range, officially the last hand-drawn Disney 
release, was a disappointment. Yet at about the same time that film 
opened, the studio announced that it had purchased the rights to a 
touching story about birds written by a British grocer, called One 
for Sorrow, Two for Joy. Begun as a bedtime story for Clive 
Woodall’s young children, it’s the story of a plucky robin that 
saves his fellow birds from genocidal magpies—a perfect tale for 
a Disney animated film. 
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RELIGION AND CULTURE 


“Pinsky provides a thorough yet captivating read for anyone who has ever won- 
dered about the spiritual side of the Disney phenomenon.” —Christian Retailing 


“God ts not dead, and Mickey is very much alive Religion is eceryutherce in secular 

America, especially where you least expeet it, ike in Disney films. Mark Pinsky decodes 
these epics with a skillful and amusing flair” 

—Harvey Cox, Hollis Professor of Divinity, Harvard Divinity School, 

and author of the forthcoming When Jesus Came to Harvard 


“Lthink you haveawiner here [Pinsky phelped refresh my memory and toaght nach 
—Martin Marty, professor emeritus, University of Chicago Divinity School, 
and author of Modern American Religion, in a review for the publisher 


Mark Pinsky bas done tt again Fhe hos analy zed in depth the rchwous mressaiges that vere 

often ignored in the pop culture of our time. Mark Pinsky helps is to see the religious 

themes in Disuey with clarity and in the end helps ns to geta better grasp of the real rcli- 
gion of most Americans.” 

—Tony Campolo, professor emeritus, 

Eastern University, and author of Speaking My Mind 


hi, this follow-mp to his best-selling The Gospel uccerding to Che Sunpsons Tle 
Spiritual Life of the World's Most Animated Family. rcligion journalist Mark Piisky 
explores the role that the animated features of the Walt Disney Company have played in 
the moral and spiritual development of generations of children. Pinsky explores the reli- 
vious, moral, and theological themes in thirty-one of the most popular Disney filnas, 
mehiding Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, and The Lion King, and discovers what he 
calls the Disney gospel: faith that good will prevail, trust in yourselfand your fiends, and 
a litthe bit of something magical. Pinsky also looks at recent Disney developments, 
including the 1990's boycott of Disney by the Southern Baptist Convention, the impact 
of the theme parks on American culture, and the role that CEO Michael Eisner played 
in the resurgence of the company. 


Mark Pinsky is religion reporter for the Orlando Sentinel, author of the 
best-selling book The Gospel according to The Simpsons, and 
coauthor of the companion study guide. Elis writing has appeared in 
Christianity Today, the New York Times, the Boston Globe, and the 
Nation. Te is a sought-after speaker at colleges, universities, and 
churehes on the topie of religion and popular culture. Kor more infor- 


~ mation, visit www.amarkpinsky.com, 
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